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Chapter One
 “I don’t need you,” Sofiana said. “I can go alone.”
 Darik could scarcely believe it. “After all these miles, you’d split up now? We’re almost there!”
 “I never wanted to travel with you, don’t forget that. And don’t start in on my safety, how you promised my father and the wizard to keep me safe, or any of that rubbish. I’m tired of it.”
 Darik had struggled to keep up with her for days now. The lentils were gone, the hard cheese too, and all that remained was a single round of flatbread dried to the consistency of baked camel dung. The ache in his belly felt resigned now, as if even his stomach knew there would be no relief and didn’t see much point in complaining.
 The camel was better fed, having chomped regularly on the thorny brush that grew alongside the road where it passed between the hills. But it seemed to be as footsore as Darik. Not Sofiana. She kept a relentless pace.
 They had been trudging up the Spice Road, passing southward-bound merchant caravans who told of refugees streaming toward the city. The city of Starnar had fallen, it was said, and apparently Ter was next. After that, Balsalom. Some wizardry, the merchants claimed.
 That seemed to have hardened Sofiana’s resolve, and they had traveled deep into the evening. The moon hung big and full above the plain. A vast swath of stars stretched like a bowl over the land. There was enough light to see by, but not enough to illuminate the rock-strewn plain or penetrate the shadows in the dry ravines that ran like old scars across the hard-packed earth. Once, Darik had caught the smell of a fire on the breeze, and as the wind changed direction, he heard men laughing from a nearby camp. Could be anyone: thieves, merchants, a company of soldiers from the city. Darik was armed, and Sofiana had proven capable of defending herself, but prudence suggested caution. He had resolved to find a place to camp for the night, and this set her off.
 “How about this, then?” Darik said. “The gates will be closed. They won’t let you in until morning anyway.”
 “So I’ll wait outside the Gate of the Dead.”
 “The Spice Gate. That’s the gate at the end of this road. The Gate of the Dead won’t be open at all.”
 Sofiana waved her hand dismissively. “Whatever. There will be others waiting on the road to get in. Maybe I’ll learn something from them.”
 “I’ve got the last piece of bread. How about we find a place, settle in for the night, and share it?”
 “And I don’t need that, either. Dry as mud brick by now and tastes like it, too. I’ll find something in the encampment outside the gate.”
 “Find something?” he said. “More like steal something, you mean. So you steal your supper, wait for morning, and they let you into the city. What then? You’re filthy from the road, you look like an urchin. If you go up to the palace gates telling them you know the khalifa, they’ll laugh at you. You’ll be stuck waiting for me anyway.”
 The girl stomped her foot. “That isn’t fair!”
 He smiled. One moment, Sofiana was like a soldier, ready to march fifty miles on an empty stomach—Darik had met Knights Temperate who had less fortitude—but the next moment, she was every bit a girl of thirteen, petulant and entitled.
 The fight seemed to go out of her, and Darik coaxed her off the road. They’d reached the outermost of the Tombs of the Kings, still a few miles from the city. It was a good place to camp; superstition and fear of wights would keep away most brigands. They gathered brush and twigs, and Darik risked a small fire where it would be sheltered from view between a toppled obelisk and the crumbling wall of a mausoleum.
 Sofiana grew restless again as soon as they’d gnawed the bread and rested their feet. Darik had wrapped himself in a blanket and leaned against the mausoleum, and now scowled at the girl’s back as she climbed atop the fallen obelisk and stared northeast, toward the city.
 “Get down from there before someone sees us.”
 “We’re so close. I can see it even in the dark. Don’t you feel better now, don’t you feel ready to go?”
 “I feel better enough that camping in front of the Spice Gate seems like a dumb idea when we’re comfortable enough here.”
 She climbed down. “You call this comfortable?”
 “We’ll leave early,” he assured her. “With a little rest and a fresh start, we’ll reach the palace three, maybe four hours later than if we were to continue now and go all night.”
 “Every hour matters,” she said. “My father might be outside the Dark Citadel right now, fighting King Toth hand-to-hand.”
 “That’s ridiculous. You don’t know anything about it. Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Balsalom is threatened—”
 “Unsubstantiated rumors,” she grumbled.
 “—and the worst thing that could happen to the king’s armies would be to have the Western Khalifates overrun to his rear. The best way to help Whelan is to help the khalifa.”
 “You know what I think?” Sofiana asked. “I think you’re planning to keep me in the city because it’s out of danger.”
 “That’s ridiculous. And it’s not out of danger, anyway.”
 “You’ve been following me from Marrabat like you were my nursemaid. And now you’re going to get some vizier’s guards to follow me around. I’ve had enough of that.”
 “I’m not letting you out of my sight,” Darik warned. “If you try to leave, I’ll cast a spell that will turn your feet to iron.”
 “You’re no kind of wizard. That spell would never work—I’ll resist it, watch me.”
 “We’ll see.”
 She clenched her fists and thrust out her chin. Darik shook his head. What had got into her?
 “Please, sit down, get some rest,” he urged, once again determined not to argue with her no matter how much she wanted a fight. “We’ll both feel better tomorrow when we’re in the city, cleaned up and well fed.”
 “I’m not staying in Balsalom, I warn you. I’m going east to find my father. And I don’t want you coming with me.”
 “If that’s what you want, I won’t stop you.”
 “Do you swear it?” she demanded.
 “By the Brothers, I swear. Just promise you won’t cause me trouble between now and the city, and I’ll send you off to your father.”
 Sofiana grunted, but sat down next to the camel. She glared at Darik for a long moment, then turned away and leaned her head against the animal’s neck. He studied her suspiciously, wondering if he should cast a spell on her anyway, make her tired, so her sleep would be deep.
 A glimpse of movement caught his eye. He looked skyward in time to see a large shape moving across the moon before it disappeared into the darkness. His heart froze in his chest. The dragon. It must have roused itself from its desert lair where it had been nursing its wounds, and now it was flying toward Balsalom.
 But then he heard a scream. Like an eagle’s, high and proud. It was a griffin. And a big griffin, from the looks of it. Possibly even a golden griffin.

Daria! 
 Darik sprang to his feet and had his hands cupped to his mouth to shout to her before he stopped himself. The animal had been moving so quickly, and had already been so distant, that it must be a mile away by now. There was no way Daria would hear him, perched on Talon’s back with the wind whistling about her face. His shouts would be lost to her, but they might be loud enough to attract attention from other quarters.
 Daria was alive, thank the Brothers. He’d last seen her in Marrabat, flying off with Markal, out of the punishing desert heat, and toward the war. Since then, he’d worried about her constantly, imagined Veyrian archers firing thickets of arrows at her, imagined dragons bellowing fire to knock the griffin and his rider out of the sky. Daria was a brave, fearless warrior, but she flew alone through war-torn lands.
 Darik settled back to the ground and picked up the blanket from where it had fallen. As the thrill of seeing Daria drifted away like the desert breeze, an aching loneliness took its place. So close. If only it had been daylight, if only Daria had known he was down here.
#
 Darik woke in the morning, stiff, cold, and tired. He grabbed for his sword and dragged himself to his feet. The camel grumbled, and Darik gave the animal a sympathetic look.
 “We’re almost there, then I swear you’ll get the finest food and the most comfortable bed of hay in the khalifa’s stables. Assuming Ninny doesn’t sneak you out in the middle of the night to make a run for Veyre.”
 Darik said this last bit while looking around for the girl. He didn’t spot her. Wonderful. Where was she off to now? She wasn’t sleeping snuggled up against the camel where he’d left her last night, and she wasn’t investigating the mausoleum, which proved to be open ruins, the roof long since collapsed. He glanced at the saddlebag and let out a curse.
 The girl’s dagger and crossbow were gone. So was her waterskin.
 



Chapter Two
 The way Sofiana had been talking last night, Darik should have cast a tracking spell on her in case she ran off, but spotting the griffin had put such thoughts out of his mind. All this way across the desert, chasing the girl, keeping her in sight using every trick at his disposal, and he’d lost her at the last possible minute. A few more hours and he could have turned her over to the khalifa and been rid of her for good.
 But Sofiana hadn’t taken the camel, so Darik figured it was only a matter of time before he found her. He got the reluctant beast up and moving again, riding it this time, and set off toward the nearest rise, which was topped by a ziggurat-shaped tomb, some fifty or sixty feet high, flanked by a pair of statues so eroded it was impossible to see if they were giants or men, gods or monsters. When he reached it, he hopped down from the camel and scrambled up the stone steps to the top platform.
 The road stretched to the west, where a caravan of camels and their drivers trudged away from Balsalom. In the sharp light of dawn, he could see the small tent city piled up against the Spice Gate. An even larger encampment stretched along the Tothian Way as the road skirted the northern edge of the city. It was too distant to pick out figures or numbers, but there must be hundreds of people and animals. Refugees, on their way to Balsalom, only to be caught out after the gates closed for the night.
 Closer at hand, he saw that he and Sofiana hadn’t been alone last night in the Tombs of the Kings. Smoke trailed into the air from a handful of cook fires. The nearest came from several men—probably either soldiers who’d deserted the army or thieves—no more than a few hundred feet distant. Armed men with horses. Darik paid them little attention, scanning instead for Sofiana. She was nowhere to be seen.
 “Dammit. Where are you?”
 There! A small figure, perhaps a half-mile distant, darting from tomb to tomb, and finally breaking into the open and trotting toward the city. Even at this distance, he could tell it was Sofiana by how she moved. The trek through the desert didn’t seem to have slowed her at all. He’d have admired her stamina, if only he weren’t so aggravated.
 Darik hurried down from the ziggurat to find the camel skittish and pulling at the rope where he’d tied it to a scraggly clump of brush. As he reached to calm it, the sound of hooves caught his ear. Five men came riding around the corner of the tomb.
 They were the men he’d spotted from up top. They must have seen him, too, and set out to investigate. Two of the five had light skin like Eriscobans, while the other three appeared to be from the khalifates. One of these three, a burly fellow with a curly beard and a cheek bulging with khat, eyed Darik with a squinty, calculating look. These men intended to rob him, Darik guessed, perhaps even kill him.
 A year ago, the realization would have filled him with terror. But Darik had battled dragon wasps in the sky, faced wizards, and fought King Toth’s undead ravagers. He had trained with Markal and Whelan. He couldn’t even rouse himself at the thought of a good fight. These thieves were an irritation.
 “Well now,” the leader said. He spat khat juice to the ground. “What have we here?”
 Darik drew back his cloak to show his sword. “I am pressed for time. I suggest you find easier prey.”
 The men tensed to see his sword, but didn’t back off.
 “Don’t be a fool,” the leader said. “We are five, and you are one. Give us your beast and your purse, and we’ll let you be.”
 “I am a Knight Temperate.” Darik climbed back up to the first ledge on the ziggurat tomb to gain the advantage of height. “I would advise you to forget whatever idiocy you are intending and leave me be.”
 “Oh, a knight. You should have said so in the first place.” This was delivered sarcastically, and the men were drawing swords and scimitars, as if preparing to make good on their threat.
 Darik pulled back his sleeve to expose his left hand. Magic with the left, the sword with the right. He drew a deep breath and gathered his concentration.
 Now the leader of the brigands grinned through khat-stained teeth. “What is this, boy? Magic? I thought you said you were a knight.”
 “Sword play and wizardry,” another man said, laughing. “This is a rare hero indeed.”
 Nevertheless, there was some caution in how the men approached. They seemed uneasy in the face of Darik’s confidence.
 He ignored them and continued to gather his will. He didn’t have a fraction of the power of Markal, let alone that of a powerful wizard liked Chantmer the Tall, and neither did he have Whelan’s skill with a sword, but he had more than enough of both to deal with these sorts. As the first man grabbed for his ankle, he spoke the words of the incantation.

“Jumenta, ite effrenae forma.” 
 He cast the spell at the horses, not the men, and the animals went wild. They bucked and snorted and reared into the air. Men dropped swords and slipped from saddles. One man fell hard. Another went flying a moment later. A third man failed to gain control of his animal, and it galloped off snorting and tossing, with the man only just holding on.
 The spell hadn’t come without cost, and Darik’s left hand flared with pain. It turned black and curled into a claw. He let his cloak fall to cover it and drew his sword with his right hand. A man came toward him, still fighting to control his horse. Darik leaped from the stone staircase and threw himself onto the horse’s back. His sword thrust into the man’s chest, and they fell off to land on the hard ground, Darik on top. When he rose and pulled out his sword, the man was dead.
 The spell had begun to wear off, and one of the men managed to regain control of his mount. He charged forward swinging, but Darik ducked out of the way, trading blows. As the brigand passed, he got past the man’s guard and slashed him across the shoulder.
 The leader of the brigands had been one of the men who fell, and now he was picking himself up and grabbing for his sword, which he hadn’t drawn in the initial approach. He lifted it just as Darik flew in with a hail of blows. The man had some skill with the blade, but Darik had youth and energy, and the man’s confidence seemed shaken. Darik made a small mistake, but the man was too flatfooted to take advantage of it. Darik broke past his defenses and cut him twice, once on the arm, once through his leather cuirass. When Darik fell back, his sword dripped with blood. The man’s eyes were wide, rolling back in fear.
 “Enough!” he cried. Then, to one of his men, now coming on foot to join the battle, “No. Leave him be!”
 Darik retreated warily to his camel, which was pulling and snorting. He had killed one enemy, wounded two more, but if the remaining brigands came at him again, he might not gain the same advantage. But the men no longer saw him as easy prey, or any prey whatsoever, apparently. Without a word, they collected their dead comrade, slung him over the saddle of his horse, and beat a hasty retreat.
 There was no wisdom in sitting around to see if they came back with a greater force, so Darik set out at once. He plodded through the tombs in the direction he’d spotted Sofiana. It was only when he drew closer to the city walls that he risked gaining a higher vantage point to look for the girl. There was no sign of her. He came back down and soon passed through the towers of silence outside the city walls, where the bodies of the dead were laid to be picked over by vultures.
 As soon as he got to the refugee encampment outside the walls, Darik asked about the girl, but that didn’t give him much. The city guard had opened the Spice Gate at daybreak, and there was such a crush of people, animals, and carts trying to get inside that his questions drew only indifference or irritated rebukes. He pushed through families with handcarts, past clusters of orphaned children wearing tattered robes and shivering in the cool morning air of late autumn. A battered regiment of soldiers wearing the colors of Starnar seemed to recognize him as a fellow warrior, and the captain hailed him to ask news of the war. Darik confessed that he had none.
 “Is it true?” Darik asked in turn. “Did the dark wizard attack Starnar?”
 The captain’s face turned grim. “Aye. We were powerless to stop it. The city is overthrown. We lasted barely two days before they breached the walls.”
 The soldier was on the downward slope of middle age, with skin like leather and deep lines at his eyes as if from a lifetime of squinting into the sun. A gash curled around his neck from his right ear down to his left collarbone. A strange injury, and it had a weeping, unhealthy look to it.
 “How did the Veyrians get so far west?” Darik pressed. “Our armies control the road from here to the Dark Citadel. How would the enemy break through?”
 “They weren’t Veyrians,” another man put in. “They came from the Desolation.”
 Darik could only repeat it stupidly. “They came from the Desolation?”
 “Aye,” the captain said. “Some devilry, some foul magic of the dark wizard. They’ve beset Ter, and will soon be here, too.”
 “Don’t say that!” a woman cried. “The khalifa will save us. And the wizards. They are on our side.”
 “Shut your mouth, woman,” one of the soldiers said. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 Darik hadn’t come for information, he’d come to search for Sofiana on his way into the city, figuring that she would enter Balsalom long enough to steal supplies before heading east, so he took advantage of the argument to press forward. She might be just ahead of him, slipping unnoticed through the crowd. Darik used the camel to muscle people out of the way, and sometimes resorted to calling out in a commanding voice that he was on the khalifa’s business and to step aside.
 Men wearing the green and gray of the watchmans guild kept busy at the open gate, inspecting people and goods as they entered. They weren’t turning anybody away, so far as Darik could see, but when he drew closer, he saw the reason for the inspection.
 “You!” one of the watchmen called at Darik. He had an oiled beard and a sharp, intelligent gaze, and put a hand on his sword hilt when he saw that Darik had a weapon. “Down from the camel.” He snapped his fingers at another watchman. “This one is armed.”
 Darik dropped from the camel and pulled back his cloak to let them see the sword clearly, but didn’t draw it. “My intentions are honorable. I am a son of Balsalom and fight in her defense.”
 “Maybe they are honorable,” the man with the oiled beard said. “I will be the judge of that. Draw your blade halfway. There, that’s enough. You are Balsalomian, but you carry a barbarian sword?”
 “It’s Southron steel, given to me when I joined the Brotherhood. I fought at King Whelan’s side at Sleptstock and the gates of Arvada, and rode with the Knights Temperate north to the Old Road through the mountains.”
 “Wearing a Marrabatti cloak and riding a camel?”
 Darik hid the wince that wanted to come to his face. He hadn’t given ample thought to his story, being too focused on finding Sofiana. Now, he wished he’d had a chance to concoct something that sounded less preposterous than the truth.
 “Most recently, I came up the Spice Road from the sultanates.”
 By now, other armed men were gathering. Their posture wasn’t exactly threatening, but it was wary, and some had begun to mutter.
 “I know that sounds unlikely,” Darik continued, “but I—” He thought about flying on the griffin, battling Chantmer on the edge of the Desolation, and his subsequent journey up and down the Spice Road. “—but I was traveling in the company of knights and wizards and griffin riders.”
 This brought more incredulous looks. 
 “Please, I am looking for someone. A girl—she passed this way. She’s the daughter of the Eriscoban king. The khalifa, may she live forever, would want you to help me find her.”
 “What is your name, good knight?” the man with the oiled beard asked. Something new had entered his voice. He no longer sounded suspicious, and held out his arm to keep his men from pressing closer.
 “My name is Darik. I am a friend of King Whelan, and I—”
 The man’s eyes widened. “Darik of Balsalom?”
 Darik . . . of Balsalom? 
 “Well, yes.”
 “It’s Darik!” the man shouted. “Move them off the road. Everybody, out of the way!”
 “You know who I am?”
 “The Harvester take me, of course I do. A Knight Temperate, friend of kings and griffin riders. You walk with wizards.”
 Darik had unconsciously lifted his blackened, peeling left hand to his face, and the man stared at it. Darik hastily hid it within his robes. 
 “You are a wizard, as well.”
 “No, really, I’m not. I cast a bit of clumsy magic to chase off a few brigands. Have you seen the girl? She is thirteen, dressed like a Kratian nomad.”
 “I’ll send men to look for her, but you must come to the palace with me. You must see the khalifa at once, may she live forever.”
 Since the captain had given his command, the watchmen had been working to clear a passageway through the crowds and into the city. Men were shouting Darik’s name to speed the effort, as if he were some sort of hero. Someone brought a horse, and they insisted he dismount the camel and climb into its saddle. A soldier passed him a skin filled with sweetened tea, and another man tried to give him food. Darik was hungry, but he refused this last offer. Soon, the man with the oiled beard had mounted a second horse and was leading him into the city. He introduced himself as Captain Rouhani, and though he was several years older than Darik, rode in a position of deference, as if the younger man was in command.
 Hundreds of curious faces looked up at Darik. A few people called his name. He stared ahead, his face flushed, his stomach knotting.
 Darik had fled Balsalom a slave. Hotheaded, foolish, disdainful of the fellow slaves who’d accompanied him. Those fellow slaves had been Whelan and Markal, of course. One man a prince, soon to become high king of all of the Eriscoban Free Kingdoms, and the other man a wizard. Any glory Darik possessed came from his association with those greater than himself, not anything he’d earned. Even what they’d said about riding a griffin. That was because of Daria.
 Having passed through the great iron doorway of the Spice Gate, they rode the cobbled road into the city. Two stout towers frowned down on them, and Darik studied the freshly dressed stone along the walls before they passed into the spice bazaars. Only a little scaffolding remained, and a few dozen workers. Soon, the last damage caused by the enemy would be erased.
 The heady scent of myrrh, cardamon, and peppercorn filled the air, and at first glance, the spice markets seemed more crowded than ever. But closer inspection showed that many of the stalls and even the arcades and canopies had been torn down and replaced by tents and sloppy mud buildings leaning against each other for support. More tents and cook fires came from atop the buildings themselves.
 He turned to see the captain studying him. “There is little need for luxuries,” Rouhani explained, “and great need to house those left destitute by the war.”
 “I need to find the girl. She is King Whelan’s daughter, and, since the marriage, the adopted child of the khalifa herself, may she live forever.”
 “I sent my best men to look for her. I assure you, I didn’t take your request lightly.”
 “Oh, I know. They rushed off to do your bidding. But I’d rather see to it myself. I know the city well enough.” Darik looked around at his changed surroundings. “Well, mostly. Send word to the viziers to request help from their conjurers, and lend me twenty men of the watch. I’ll be sure to find her.”
 “You’re needed at the palace. They gave me strict instructions. Should you appear—”
 “Who did?”
 “Hajir, did, and—”
 “Who?”
 “Hajir. He is acting as Kallia’s principal vizier while Fenerath is in Marrabat with Princess Marialla. Plus, the barbarian emissary asked for you, as did the queen of the griffin people before she left.”
 “Daria Flockheart?” Darik asked. “She was here?”
 “Yes, my lord.”
 “Here, in the city? Are you sure?”
 Rouhani nodded. “I saw her myself, looked into the eyes of her terrible beast. She is young and beautiful, with black hair and dark eyes. Skin like marble.”
 “Yes, that’s her. But why was she in Balsalom? She is terrified of the city and its people.”
 “The griffin queen said the wizards are looking for you. Anyway, she didn’t land in the city itself, exactly. She descended to the palace, stayed barely five minutes, and flew away as soon as she had delivered her message. I didn’t hear the message, personally—it was not meant for my ears.” Rouhani shook his head. “But you are quite wrong about the young queen. She could not possibly be terrified of the city—she rides a ferocious beast, half lion and half eagle. The creature is the size of a horse, its feathers the color of gold. They say she defeated a dragon in battle.”
 “Yes, I know.”
 “She looked at me,” Rouhani said. He seemed quite taken with what he’d seen and heard. “So young, yet so serious. She said nothing at first. Her gaze was quite terrifying. I thought I would faint.”
 “We each have our own terrors. What did she tell you?”
 “She said that I resembled you.”
 “Do we?”
 “I don’t know, my lord. I confess I do not see it. I am a simple man of the watch, and you—”
 “Please, enough of that,” Darik protested. “I’m no lord. My father was a merchant, and not a very good one. They sold us into slavery when he couldn’t pay his debts. Anyway, Daria hasn’t seen many Balsalomians. I’m sure she thinks we all resemble each other. You and I are close in age, and last time I saw her I hadn’t shaved in days, so I imagine she saw your beard and couldn’t help but think of me.”
 Darik was also wondering about that message from the wizards. If both Markal and Narud were wondering about him, and it was urgent enough to send Daria winging around like a common messenger to find him, then it must be serious indeed.
 “Is Kallia also looking for me?” he asked.
 “The khalifa has not mentioned you. May she live forever,” Rouhani added, almost as an afterthought. Something was unsettled in his tone.
 “What is it, what is wrong?”
 “She is . . . unwell, my lord.”
 “What do you mean, unwell? Is it the baby? Is it time?”
 “No, it is not time, but the thing grows unnaturally, and nobody knows for sure. The conjurers say it has turned her body against her. She suffers pains—tries to hide them, but all the palace knows.”
 Darik had been enjoying the warmth of the late-season sun, but now it seemed as though the air had gone chill. He remembered the horror of seeing Whelan’s brother, King Daniel, possessed by the wight of his dead wife. That had been an attack from King Toth, the dark wizard, as he tried to weaken the Free Kingdoms in advance of the war.
 But Kallia Saffa, the khalifa of Balsalom, was carrying the seed of the dark wizard himself in her womb. How much greater danger did she face? Could she even survive giving birth to such a thing?
 The two men had passed beyond the spice markets, skirted the edge of the former Slaves Quarter, and were now among the handsome stone houses of the Merchants Quarter, with their blue shutters and their ornate doors trimmed with brass. Here and there, Darik spotted evidence of the fires and destruction that had savaged Balsalom when the dark wizard’s army sacked it under the command of the brutal Pasha Mol Khah.
 Darik had just caught his first glimpse of the slender, elegant towers of the palace when a distant horn sounded from the city walls. It was a single long note, followed by two short blasts. He recognized it as the call from the Great Gates, the largest and most heavily fortified entrance into the city.
 Captain Rouhani pulled up short on his horse and cocked his head, and Darik stopped as well. There was silence for a moment, and then came a single long trumpet blast that lasted for several seconds.
 Rouhani drew a sharp breath. “The Harvester take me. Already?”
 “What is it? What does that mean?”
 “It’s the enemy. We’re under attack. I must take you to the palace at once. You must help the khalifa. We need her.”
 “What am I supposed to do?” Darik asked helplessly. “I can’t . . . I don’t . . .”
 “By the Brothers, Darik of Balsalom, do what must be done. Use your wizardry and heal her!”
 
 



Chapter Three
 Markal studied Whelan by the light of the torches blazing inside the tent. Maps lay spread before the king, who stared at them with unfocused eyes. A small leather bundle sat on one side of the table next to plumes, bottles of ink, wax, and the king’s seal. The bundle was about the size and shape of a small cat, although that wasn’t what it contained. It was this bundle that kept distracting Whelan. Its arrival had punctured the king’s confidence, which had been building over the past few days as they won a series of small battles against the enemy.
 The latest maps were encouraging. Advance scouts had brought them a few hours earlier, and if they hadn’t also brought the bundle, Whelan’s confidence would have grown greater still. The maps showed the entrenchments thrown up around Veyre, the defensive encampments in the hills outside the city, the position and condition of the castles and other fortifications guarding the Tothian Way.
 Careful estimates suggested that the Veyrians had no more than fifteen thousand men, perhaps as few as twelve thousand, to blunt the combined army of Balsalomians and Eriscobans pressing eastward. Then there was whatever force Toth had within the city itself, perhaps another ten or fifteen thousand men. Against that, Whelan boasted a main army of twenty-eight thousand men, with two additional forces each numbering eight thousand men.
 “It isn’t men with sword and spear who concern me,” Whelan said at last, his voice low and heavy. “Our army is well matched in that regard. It’s these other . . .”
 The wizard guessed that Whelan had been on the verge of commenting about the giants, the ravagers, the possibility of a dragon in the sky, but the man’s voice trailed off as he eyed the bundle again. His hand reached for his waist, as if expecting to find his sword strapped to his side. But of course, he had unstrapped the big, two-handed weapon before sitting at the table.
 Whelan shook his head. “I’m sorry. What was I saying? Oh, yes. About the enemy forces.”
 The sooner the king confronted his loss, the better, so Markal reached for the bundle to unwrap it. Whelan drew in his breath and reached for his wrist, but Markal pulled loose. “No, Whelan. It is time.”
 The king nodded and leaned back in his chair. He put a hand to his stubbled chin and looked on as Markal unwound the thing. It had very little weight for its size. Soon, it was uncovered and lying in the middle of the table.
 The falcon’s once-sleek feathers had been charred, and its eyes were dead and glassy. One wing bent at an unnatural angle, and its blackened talons clenched shut. The scouts had found it scorched and dying in a thicket several miles outside of camp and brought it in for the wizard to inspect. By the time Markal and Whelan saw it, the bird had been dead for hours.
 Whelan stared at it, his lips thin and pressed together.
 “You are sure?” Markal asked.
 “See the notch on the left side of her beak? A fox once tried to take the rabbit she’d killed. Fool bird nearly lost her life for it.” Whelan nodded grimly. “It is Scree. I don’t understand why she would be here and not with my brother, but I am sure. It’s the same falcon.”
 Daniel and Sofiana had taken the bird with them along the Spice Road to Marrabat. That was hundreds of miles away.
 Whelan closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “How will I bear it?”
 “Soldiers are dying in your service every day,” Markal said gently. “You cannot let your men see how upset you are about the loss of a falcon.”
 “It’s not the falcon, Markal. Though I am upset enough about that. I should have left her in Eriscoba, not carried her with me into danger. That’s not what is bothering me.”
 A sudden draft flapped at the tent and made the torches sputter and smoke. Markal turned a sharp gaze toward the entrance, thinking immediately of wights, but the guards seemed unperturbed, and the draft died as suddenly as it had come up. There was no magic in it. It was only the wind.
 But Markal was still frowning as he looked back to Whelan. “Then what?”
 “Scree was no homing pigeon—she couldn’t have found me by herself. She wouldn’t have flown over hundreds of miles of desert and wasteland alone. So someone brought her.”
 “You mean your daughter?”
 “Who else?” Whelan asked. “Sofiana is headstrong and stubborn. No doubt the girl ran off on her own, and if she did, I’m sure she managed to lose whoever was pursuing her. She must have brought Scree to hunt and provide meat for the journey. They must have been close—it was only a few miles from here that they found the falcon. If my daughter survived, if she wasn’t captured or killed, then where is she?”
 Markal was momentarily surprised. The falcon had the scent of magic all over her; it was so strong that he’d assumed that Whelan felt it. Darik would have. But without knowing that, no wonder Whelan’s thoughts would go to his daughter. Everyone he loved was far away—his daughter, his wife, and his two remaining brothers—menaced by threats beyond Whelan’s control. Worry for them must have weighed heavily on Whelan’s shoulders already. So if he’d seen his dead falcon, naturally he would have assumed . . . 
 “Let me set your mind at ease,” Markal said. “Nobody brought this animal to the khalifates, she flew alone.”
 Whelan clenched the edge of the table. “I told you, Scree couldn’t do that. She—”
 Markal rested a hand on the man’s arm. “Whelan, listen to me. There’s magic in this. Someone sent her to us, that’s how she crossed the desert. Sofiana had nothing to do with it. No doubt your daughter is still in Marrabat. Darik was with her, and he’s more tenacious than you give him credit for.”
 Whelan released his grip on the table. Relief washed over his face. “The Brothers be praised. You’re sure?”
 “Of course I’m sure. The stink of magic fills the tent. It’s so strong, it makes me lightheaded. Whatever spell was cast on the falcon, it must have been strong. Probably Narud did it. Animals are his specialty.”
 “To what end? Why would he send my falcon to find us?”
 “I don’t know,” Markal confessed. “I started to search Scree’s body for a message when the scouts brought her in, but you told me to put her away.”
 “That’s because I thought . . . I couldn’t look at Scree without thinking of my daughter. And that made me think of my wife, and of what the dark wizard has done to her. I was terrified, and I couldn’t let my men see it.”
 “Yes, I know. I understand that now.”
 “Because you’re absolutely right. We’re too close to Veyre, and the confidence of this army balances on the edge of a blade.”
 “May I make a closer inspection?”
 “Of course.” Whelan rubbed the back of his neck. “Yes, certainly.”
 Markal’s hands moved over the dead falcon’s body. He searched beneath her feathers and around the neck, then trailed his fingers to the claws.
 “Damn,” Whelan said, his voice low. “I’m relieved to imagine that Sofiana is safe, but this hurts. Scree was a good companion. I can only imagine what a griffin rider feels when he loses his mount.”
 “A griffin rider would tell you that it feels like losing a child.”
 It sounded more glib than Markal intended, even though it was entirely true. The bond between griffin and rider could not be understood by people of the lowlands. But the truth was, Whelan’s loved ones were in grave danger, and his comment had renewed some of the worry on the man’s face.
 Markal’s search turned up nothing. Could the note have been lost or taken? Probably a conjurer in the dark wizard’s army had spotted the bird, sensed the magic on it, and scorched it from the sky. Yet the bird had still been alive when the scouts had found her, so it was unlikely that they had rifled the body for a note.
 “Anything?” Whelan asked.
 “No. But I’m not finished.”
 Markal recalled the words of a spell that would prove useful in this situation. It was a modified form of the one that had allowed Darik to track an escaped brigand through the Free Kingdoms a few months earlier. Markal’s hands were still stiff from the power he’d called up and stored in Memnet’s orb earlier that day, but this was a small spell and would cost him little.
 He spoke the words of the incantation, and a painful tingle rolled down his left hand to the tips of his fingers. The hand didn’t char, though, only throbbed like it had been slammed between two boards.
 The falcon seemed to glow with green light atop the table as the spell took effect. The king didn’t seem to notice the change. He continued to stare at the bird with his brow furrowed and an unhappy turn to his mouth.
 “Let’s see what you want, Narud,” Markal muttered as he put his hands on the dead animal. “Why did you send the falcon?”
 The first hint of magic had carried the distinct scent of the Order of the Wounded Hand, but an unusual element now entered it. There was something cool and detached about it, with a sharp tang, like a spice market in a desert oasis. Markal had felt that magic before, when he’d battled the mage from Marrabat where the Tothian Way crossed the Desolation. And another magical scent underlaid that, something Markal knew even more intimately.
 “Chantmer sent your falcon,” Markal said. He squeezed his fingertips into the charred plumage, trying to coax out more information. “Yes, I am certain.”
 Chantmer the Tall, Chantmer the Arrogant. Chantmer the Selfish and Obnoxious.
 Whelan must have been thinking the same thing. “What, did Chantmer grow jealous of the dark wizard and decide to perform some villainy of his own?”
 “Chantmer is coming. He’s returning to the battle.”
 Whelan grunted. “Why? And on whose side?”
 “On nobody’s side but Chantmer’s, of course. He’ll be entering the war in pursuit of his own vainglorious objectives.” Markal withdrew his hands. “I can’t get anything more out of it. The magic is strong. Almost too strong. The stroke of a blacksmith’s hammer where a gentle tap would have been sufficient. If Chantmer had been more subtle, the dark wizard’s conjurer might not have noticed Scree flying overhead, and she’d be alive.”
 “One more crime upon Chantmer’s shoulders.”
 “Perhaps, but not an intentional crime, for once. Scree’s death couldn’t have been his intent.” Markal considered. “I tried to kill Chantmer in Arvada. A few weeks ago, I was hunting him down to finish the job. But now, I’m not so sure.”
 Markal turned it over in his head. Chantmer had power, of course he did.
 “It is an offer, isn’t it?” Whelan asked.
 “The Harvester take him if it is,” Markal said irritably. “Chantmer may help for a stretch, but he’ll turn against us in the end.”
 “I’m sure you are right. And yet . . . ”
 Markal studied Whelan’s expression. “You think we need him.”
 Whelan covered Scree’s body and rose from his seat. He went to the armor rack near the tent entrance. He left his breastplate hanging, but strapped on his sword and swung his cloak over his shoulders.
 “Come outside with me. I need to get away from these maps for a stretch.”
 Markal studied Whelan’s troubled expression as the two of them stepped past the guard and into the cool night air. The king was still young and strong, and handsome and assured enough to capture the heart of the khalifa of Balsalom even before she’d known of his royal background, but the previous year had left lines on his face, and the weariness of an older man in his eyes.
 They walked without escort through the tent encampment that stretched for miles along the Tothian Way. The smoke from campfires turned the moon a dark red, while the smell of animals and sweat and roasting meat left the air thick and heavy and pungent.
 Ballistae sat positioned through the camp at regular intervals. Dragon wasps and their riders had flown over the camp two days earlier, hurling missiles, and as defense, the pashas and captains had aimed the siege weapons skyward. These might work against wasps, but should a full-size dragon appear, Markal doubted they’d be able to drive it off before it savaged the army. He was counting on Daria to defend against aerial attacks, but she had disappeared shortly after the battle with Pasha Ismail’s army and hadn’t been seen in the two weeks since.
 The wizard and the king walked together for several minutes before Markal could no longer hold his tongue. “Chantmer says he’s coming, and you don’t think we should turn him away?”
 “Let’s count our immediate concerns, first,” Whelan said. “We’ll shortly be crashing against the gates of Veyre—is there some evil secret waiting for us at the city? And here’s something that’s troubling me. Have you thought of this? Our invasion of Veyre is almost a mirror image of the dark wizard’s own assault against the gates of Arvada.”
 Yes, Markal had thought of that. King Toth had launched a massive invasion into the west to attack the Citadel of Arvada. And now, in a reversal, King Whelan had launched a massive invasion into the east to assault the Dark Citadel. Equal and opposite. Opposite and equal.
 To add another strange parallel, advance outriders had reported that Balsalom and their other allies in the Western Khalifates had fallen under some as-yet unknown attack, and Markal recalled how Kallia’s forces retaking Balsalom had put a major enemy at Veyre’s rear, causing the enemy’s invasion to collapse. Could that be happening again, but in reverse?
 “Chantmer is a villain and a deceiver,” Whelan continued. “We didn’t win in the Free Kingdoms because of him. We won in spite of him.”
 “And yet? That’s what you said before, and you’re thinking it again.”
 Whelan nodded. “And yet.”
 “He is an enemy of our enemy, and I understand the temptation to turn to him for help. But should the dark wizard be cast down, Chantmer might take his place as our foe.”
 “I fully expect it, Markal, but I’ll take my chances. Chantmer the Tall does not command the dead, he has no dragons. He is not sitting in the Dark Citadel, inviting us to attack.”
 “So long as he was exiled to Marrabat, crippled and friendless, I liked my chances very much,” Markal agreed. “Returning north, his strength regained? He’s not returning a vassal of the sultan, an apprentice to the tattooed mages of Marrabat—you can count on that. He will no doubt be leading them.”
 “When he arrives, I will count on you to keep Chantmer in line.”
 “I wouldn’t assume he is coming here specifically.”
 Whelan frowned. “No?”
 Markal shook his head. “To join our army? No, not directly. Standing in the middle of a battle, trading blows with giants and dragons—that isn’t Chantmer’s way. He’d be more interested in the magical struggle. The spiritual struggle. And away from the two of us telling him what to do and when to do it. No, I don’t think he’s coming here. He has somewhere else in mind.”
 “Balsalom,” Whelan said.
 “Kallia is carrying the dark wizard’s child. Nobody is attending her at present. What an opportunity.”
 “Of course people are attending her.” Whelan’s voice was tight, defensive. “I didn’t leave my wife alone to give birth in some back alley.”
 Markal corrected himself. “There is no wizard to attend her. That is all I mean. This child, if it is a child . . . there is the stink of Toth’s magic around the whole thing, and so many unknowns we can only guess at what will happen.”
 They turned around and walked through the camp, back toward the king’s tent. A trumpet sounded somewhere far to the south, and the two men stiffened. Whelan cursed by the Wounded Hand as the signal continued through the camp, passed from one horn to another.
 Men came boiling out of tents, running to the ballistae and other siege weapons pointed toward the sky. They loaded huge bolts the size of a man’s leg into the machinery and cranked the winches to ready the weapons to fire.
 “They’d better be right,” Markal said. “If some jumpy fool shoots down a griffin . . .”
 An enormous shape passed in front of the hazy moon, black against blood red. It must have been a hundred feet long from the enormous head to the tip of its sinuous tail, with wings so broad that they blotted the moon and seemingly half the sky when they stretched open.
 The dragon was only above them for an instant, so high and moving so quickly that no arrow or bolt could have touched it. And then it was gone.
 
 



Chapter Four
 Darik and Captain Rouhani pushed their way up the hill to the palace. The streets were packed, and as they passed between the final manors of the guildmasters and viziers, with their ornate shutters and bronze-capped cupolas, a small army, four across and fifty deep, came marching down the road. They wore the white tunics and golden dragon of the House of Saffa—the khalifa’s palace guard.
 “Out of the way!” one of them shouted. “By orders of the khalifa, move aside!”
 The street emptied, and even Rouhani and Darik tugged the reins of their horses to get clear. As the men passed, Rouhani called to their captain, who confirmed that the order had come from Kallia herself.
 “By the Brothers,” Rouhani said, after the company had passed and the two men began to ride again, “that is a bad sign. Why would they send out the palace guard so soon?”
 He glanced back down the road after the marching soldiers, seemingly torn between riding back to the city wall and accompanying Darik to the palace, as he seemed to think was his duty.
 “Go ahead,” Darik urged.
 “The battle won’t be won or lost on my account. I have my orders—let’s keep going.”
 Darik was glad to have the young captain accompany him to the palace, but wished he had time to stop and question the man. Everything had happened so quickly since Darik arrived at the Spice Gate looking for Sofiana, and he had many questions. What manner of army had overthrown the Khalifate of Starnar? Who was attacking Balsalom now? Veyrians? Ravagers? Either way, couldn’t they simply shut the gates and man the walls? Why did they need the palace guard so urgently?
 The two men rode through the palace gates, entered the courtyard, and passed into the lower gardens. The Nye River flowed through the palace grounds before passing through the city and then onto the plain, and in the past, much of the water had been diverted into the gardens, making a hundred fountains bubble, and gurgling through numerous stone courses. All that water turned the gardens green and luxurious, with a riot of flowers and birds and trees that had made it the most beautiful spot in the city, if not in all of the khalifates. It was like a memory of the long-destroyed kingdom of Aristonia, Markal had once told Darik.
 But the gardens were brown and dead now, the vines leafless, the trees reduced to stumps and charred branches. Statues lay overturned and smashed, columns blackened. Most of the buildings seemed to have been repaired since the savage occupation by Toth’s army, but not here, not in the gardens. That was a luxury the khalifa had not allowed herself.
 Rouhani questioned two remaining members of the palace guard, who directed them to the slender, cupola-topped tower that rose to the rear of the palace near the massive back wall of the city. They left their horses at the stables and climbed the winding staircase up the tower. The room beneath the domed roof of the tower opened onto a marble balcony that overlooked the vast, throbbing heart of Balsalom: its winding streets, great markets, guild towers, and the thriving quarters of rich and poor.
 Kallia Saffa stood at the railing, one hand shading her eyes and the other on her swollen belly. A tall Eriscoban with pale skin stood to one side, with two other men—viziers or ministers—on the other, plus what looked like two merchants, one of them a Selphan with a blue turban. The men were talking, while Kallia half listened, half studied the vast plain beyond the city walls.
 “My queen,” Rouhani said, panting. “Look who has come! Darik of Balsalom!”
 His voice was high and excited, as if he were introducing a great hero, and it took effort for Darik not to wince as they turned to regard him. The Eriscoban was King Whelan’s youngest brother, Ethan, and the young man’s eyes widened in recognition and pleasure. Darik found himself searching for the grand vizier, but of course Fenerath was in Marrabat with Princess Marialla and King Daniel. Darik was glad not to see the proud former guildmaster, who had been personally involved in the destruction of his father.
 “How did you get in here?” one of the viziers demanded.
 Darik and Rouhani had been waved through several times, from the palace gates to the two checkpoints in the tower itself. One breathless comment from Rouhani about the great warrior and wizard at his side had sufficed at every point. But not now. Now Darik was well aware that he was no kind of hero.
 Kallia put her hand on her vizier’s wrist. “It is all right, Hajir. He is a friend, a confidant of my husband.” She smiled warmly at Darik, which put him somewhat at ease.
 Hajir scowled. He was a tall, thin man, with arched eyebrows, and an oiled goatee, and gold beads on the end of his drooping mustache. “I know who he is, and what you think he is, Captain Rouhani. He’s a boy, a former slave, who managed to make powerful friends.”
 “That is more or less true,” Darik admitted. “Nevertheless, I have business with the khalifa, may she live forever. I need her help.”
 “You need her help? Please.” Hajir swept his hand out over the expansive view. “We’ll be under attack by nightfall, but let us drop all our preparations to see to your needs. Don’t tell me, has your griffin girl spurned you?”
 The other vizier smiled knowingly, and Darik flushed, horrified that the khalifa’s ministers would even know of his connection with Daria, but he didn’t respond. There was no sense in letting the cranky vizier aggravate him.
 “He knows the gravity of our situation,” Kallia said. “And I am sure he would not trouble me unnecessarily. What is it, Darik?”
 It did feel trivial when compared to an attack on the city, but Sofiana was her husband’s daughter, and Prince Ethan’s niece, as well, and concern darkened their faces when he told them what had happened, how she had slipped away, and what he thought she meant to do. They both agreed that Sofiana should remain in Balsalom instead of riding through the war-torn khalifates looking for her father.
 “Captain,” Ethan said to Rouhani when Darik had finished, “come with me to the gates. We’ll lead the search ourselves.”
 “You couldn’t have managed one little girl?” Hajir asked Darik when Ethan and Rouhani had left.
 “You’ve met the girl in question,” Kallia told him. “I’d sooner manage a fire salamander. It would be more domesticated. Go speak with the guildmasters, Hajir. Take these men from Starnar.” She nodded at the two merchants. “We won’t keep their news a secret. Everyone must know what we’re facing.”
 “Let me take the boy,” Hajir said with a nod at Darik. “I’ll return him when he is washed and properly dressed. If you return to your chambers to rest—”
 “I feel well enough,” Kallia said. “If there is another attack, my servant girl will attend me.”
 Hajir bowed. “As you wish, Khalifa, may you live forever.”
 The two ministers led out the merchants from Starnar. Only moments had passed since his arrival, but Darik was now alone with the khalifa. She beckoned him to stand next to her at the railing. He turned his gaze outward and immediately felt as though he would swoon and tumble over the edge, carried away by the dizzying height. But the sensation passed, and he looked beyond the city wall to the dusty plain. Hundreds of refugees were still pressing in through the open city gates, while some fifteen or twenty miles in the distance, a cloud of dust announced the presence of an approaching army.
 Darik turned back to see Kallia studying him with an anxious expression. The khalifa had never been considered a beautiful woman, not like her sister Princess Marialla. Kallia didn’t have a particularly regal bearing, and pregnancy had softened her features further, rounding her cheeks and breasts to complement the swelling at her abdomen. But she had kind, sympathetic eyes and an expression that seemed both wise and vulnerable. There was deep resolve there, too, and a spark of intelligence. Gossip in the Knights Temperate had it that Whelan had married the khalifa of Balsalom for political reasons, but Darik had never believed it. Studying her now, he knew the men were wrong. Whelan said he loved her; Darik believed it with all of his heart.
 Such a wave of emotion came over him that he suddenly regretted not returning earlier. Kallia Saffa was, and always would be, his queen, and he felt at this moment that he would give his life to protect her.
 Kallia touched his wrist. “Are you all right? You seem troubled.”
 “I was thinking about Whelan and how much he loves you.”
 Her face brightened. “Have you heard news?”
 “No, have you?”
 “I heard about his brother, Roderick. Killed in the mountains and raised from the dead by the dark wizard. The two brothers fought—Whelan cut Roderick down and bound his soul in his sword.”
 A terrible memory twisted in Darik. “I saw Captain Roderick fall. He rose again in the service of the enemy.” He hesitated. “I am glad Whelan did it, if it means his soul was freed.”
 “I understand. To be bent in the service of the dark wizard . . . ”
 Such a dark shadow passed over her face that Darik looked skyward, expecting to see that a cloud had passed in front of the sun. No. The day was clear and bright. He looked back at her, confused. The shadow was gone, and he felt suddenly warmer.
 “You saw that?” she asked. “You felt it?”
 “What was it?”
 “The enemy. I am under attack.”
 “What does he want?” Darik asked, confused. “You’re carrying his child, but I don’t understand. I never have.”
 For a moment, she looked like she was going to answer, but then she turned back to the plain and the cloud of dust. “Whelan doesn’t know we’re under attack. I haven’t sent riders, only the regular contingent of reinforcements, marching on foot at the head of a supply caravan. By the time he hears, matters will already be settled here.”
 “Why? Are you afraid he’ll turn his army around to defend you?”
 “Yes, that is exactly my fear. My husband needs to throw down the dark wizard in his citadel, which means that I must fight off these enemies with the forces I have.”
 “How many men do you have in the city?”
 “Most men of fighting age marched east long ago. Only four thousand remain, another two thousand recruits in training. The recruits are of limited use at this point, but not helpless, either.”
 A year ago, that would have sounded like a trifling number against an enemy army, but Darik better understood warfare. “That should be enough to hold the city walls. Those attackers are far behind our lines. They can’t maintain a siege. How would they be resupplied? And it’s doubtful they have siege weapons. Where would they have found them?”
 “They don’t need siege weapons.”
 “Why wouldn’t they?” Darik asked. “Or powerful magic, or a dragon. Something. You cannot break down the city walls of Balsalom with swords and spears.”
 Kallia fixed him with a sharp gaze. “Then you haven’t heard. You don’t know.”
 “Know what?”
 “The army marching toward us doesn’t need siege weapons. And it doesn’t need resupply, either.”
 “Every army needs resupply,” he insisted. “Did you see the size of King Toth’s caravans when he invaded the Free Kingdoms? If you mean Toth’s men are living off the land, that might have worked before. But after a year of warfare, the land must be stripped bare by now. The only food to be found is within the city walls.”
 “Darik, you are patronizing me,” she said, and her voice was stern, her gaze sharp. “I have done nothing but fight this war since you left. Who do you think is keeping Whelan’s army supplied with men and provisions? If the land is barren, it is because I have stripped it myself. I have emptied my coffers and pushed every merchant in the city to the brink of poverty to keep my husband fighting. The people of this city have given their gold to buy grain from the sultanates, and their sons to bleed and die for Balsalom.”
 Darik bowed his head, horrified that he’d spoken to her as he would have to a child. Kallia was so warm and sympathetic that he had forgotten his place. And she was absolutely right.
 “Khalifa, forgive me. I beg you.”
 She touched his wrist again. “Enough of that. I am not angry. But you don’t know what we’re facing. I do.”
 He stayed silent rather than humiliate himself again. He stared out at the plain beyond the city walls. The approaching army was large, but it seemed to be moving slowly, not rushing to encircle the walls and pin the defenders inside. A few riders galloped out from Balsalom, including several dozen men heading south along the Spice Road, but for the most part people were still struggling to get inside, not out.
 “You’ve heard that Starnar has fallen?” Kallia asked.
 “Yes, my queen.”
 “The head of the griffins—what do they call her, the flockheart?—flew in last night with more devastating news. Ter has also fallen. Sacked and destroyed. The entire population was put to the sword. No chance to change allegiance, no prisoners taken, no slaves. Nothing offered, apparently, but death.”
 Darik was so interested to hear confirmation that Daria had landed in the palace that it took a moment for the weight of Kallia’s words to sink in. The entire population destroyed? How many tens of thousands must have died? Did the dark wizard mean to expand the Desolation of Toth until it devoured all of the Western Khalifates?
 “Yes,” she confirmed. “All of them, dead. Their animals slaughtered and left to rot, their granaries put to the torch. This army doesn’t need provisions.”
 “How is that possible? An army needs to eat. A man still needs food in his belly.”
 “A living man does. But not a wight.” Her face was grim. “This army is the marching dead of the Desolation.”
 
 



Chapter Six
 Something twinged deep in Kallia’s abdomen. It was a warning; the pain was beginning and would soon strike in full.
 Darik was still staring out at the plain, a look of horror on his face. Kallia had been struck by how much he seemed to have aged in the months since she’d seen him last. He was no longer a boy on the cusp of adulthood, but a man and a warrior. He may not have been the hero that Captain Rouhani and the other desperate defenders of the city were hoping for, but she could see the young man’s strength in the way he carried himself, the way he touched at the pommel of his sword without noticing, as if it were an extension of his body.
 When Kallia had explained that she was concealing the threat to Balsalom from her husband, he had nodded knowingly. A hard look came into his eyes at that moment. It was the look of a man who had killed and would kill again. A man who understood that victory over an implacable enemy meant terrible sacrifices.
 But now the man was gone, and she saw the boy again. How old was Darik, nineteen, twenty? He had traveled through the Desolation and heard the mindless howls of the lost souls wandering its wastes. It was the endless hunting ground of the Harvester, who was still gathering the souls of the dead hundreds of years after they had fallen in the wars. Darik was clearly haunted by the memory of what he’d seen there. Kallia wanted to explain, to seek his advice as the undead army approached.
 But that twinge was a warning. She had learned not to ignore it.
 “Find Prince Ethan,” she said. “Help him defend the city. He will—”
 Invisible fingers clawed at her bowels, and Kallia bit her lip to keep from crying out.
 Darik turned with a frown. “My queen?”
 She smoothed the pain from her face. “I . . . need to rest. I will return by—”
 And then she could no longer keep away the grimace. She turned and gathered her robes with one hand, her other hand on her abdomen. Darik called after her in a worried tone, but she ignored him and hurried down the stairs of the slender tower. Halfway down, still hearing the young man calling for her, she took a small side door that led through a corridor across one of the inner walls of the palace. Guards patrolled the walkway, protecting the entrance to her apartments, and they steadied pikes as she approached. But when they saw who it was, they shrank against the wall with their gazes averted.
 Kallia reached her rooms moments later. She retreated to a small side chamber where she kept her clothing, shut the door, and screamed. Her innards felt aflame, like she’d swallowed burning lamp oil and it was scorching its way through her body. She screamed again and grabbed at her hanging robes as she fell. They came down in a heap about her, and then she was on the floor, writhing and begging for relief.
 Her sphincter opened, and the contents of her bowels streamed out, running through her small clothes and down her leg, as if her body were desperately trying to expel whatever was tearing her apart inside. For a moment, she thought the pain was passing, but it started up again almost at once, and this time, seemed to be moving back up the other direction, clawing its way through her intestines, inch by excruciating inch, like a fire salamander digging its way out of the fiery depths of the world. The pain rose to her stomach and kidneys, then climbed to her throat. Bile rose from her stomach, and she vomited. Moments later, more vomiting. She kept heaving until there was nothing left to throw up. Then the pain started back down again.
 By the time it finally, mercifully ended, Kallia lay curled in a heap of soiled clothing, smelling of vomit and excrement. Her body shuddered; she was chilled and shivering one moment and burning up the next. She wept in pain and fear, waiting for another attack. But it didn’t come. For now, the pain was gone.
 What was happening to her, was her body trying to expel the thing from both ends? Yet her womb remained closed, while the baby continued to grow inside her, week after terrible week.
 “It’s not a baby,” she whispered.
 It never had been. A baby would have had a soul. Would have quickened in her womb. She’d have felt it moving inside, would have placed her hand over her belly and felt it move. But this was as still as the grave, even as it grew unnaturally fast. If she had taken the advice of her vizier, she’d have taken a strong elixir and destroyed the thing before it took root. She hadn’t, she’d refused to condemn the child because of its parentage.
 The memory brought a bitter laugh to her lips. So bitter, in fact, that her stomach clenched in warning, threatening more dry heaves.
 Midwives had examined her several times, felt for the baby using their gentle magic, then retreated, confused and frightened. It seemed neither alive nor dead, neither male nor female. Her body gave no sign that it was ready to deliver, nor signs that she was carrying a dead thing inside her or was at any risk. When she was not being actively attacked, she seemed quite healthy, in fact.
 As soon as Kallia was sure she was out of danger, she rose to her feet and opened the door to the small clothing room. She felt filthy and weak, and couldn’t let any of her ministers see her. The only one she trusted was a servant girl named Rima, her chief midwife’s daughter. Quiet and discreet. Kallia stood at the door and rang the bell three times, indicating that she wanted the girl. While she waited, she poured a cup of tea to settle her stomach and chewed on fennel seeds to clear the taste of bile from her mouth.
 A soft rap sounded on the door. Kallia opened it just wide enough to let the girl in, then shut and latched it again. Rima wore a white silk robe, her arms bare and unadorned except for a slender silver arm bracelet above her elbow. The girl averted her eyes from the khalifa and hurried to the exterior door that opened onto the patio, still ajar from when Kallia had rushed in. The girl shut and locked the door, then went around the room closing the shutters.
 While she did this, Kallia stripped off her clothing and left it in a heap on the floor, drew back the curtain to her sandalwood wash basin, and climbed in. Two large clay pitchers the size of a man and filled with scented rose water sat behind the basin, and shortly Rima came around and turned the spigots to let out the water. Kallia shivered as the cool water spilled onto her back.
 This late in the year, Kallia would have preferred to bathe in the heated pools alongside the wives and daughters of the viziers, but she needed privacy now. People in the palace knew she was unwell—probably, the entire city knew—but better to keep as quiet about her ailment as possible. If people knew how close she felt to dying every time an attack came, they’d be terrified for her, and that would sap the will of Balsalom to resist the enemy.
 Rima produced a bar of hard soap made of olive oil and scented with lemon. She lathered her hands in the water and massaged the soap into the khalifa’s skin. The girl was slightly built, but her hands were strong, and Kallia closed her eyes and let the pressure against her muscles and the smell of soap and scented water relax her.
 Rima cleared her throat. “It seems worse, Khalifa. I was frightened.”
 “You heard me crying out?”
 “Yes, Khalifa.”
 “Perhaps it is time to move my apartments. I need a quiet place, where nobody will hear my screams.”
 “Nobody else can hear, my queen, only me. My room is just on the other side of the wall, so I can be close enough to attend to your needs. You don’t need to move. I don’t tell anyone what I hear except my mother, and she is your midwife. You can trust us both with any secret you might have.”
 This was somewhat reassuring. “Tell me if you hear people talking. More than usual, I mean.”
 “My queen, do you think . . . ?” The girl hesitated and looked at the bar of soap in her hands as Kallia turned with a questioning look. “I beg your pardon. I misspoke.”
 “Speak plainly. I won’t be angry.”
 “The wights are coming. And what you’re carrying in your womb . . . could it be waiting for them? The attacks are growing worse, and now the dead have come to the city.”
 Kallia raised her eyebrows. This was more sophisticated thinking than she’d imagined would come from the girl. Of course these thoughts had passed through Kallia’s own mind. Why would the wights leave the Desolation now? Only to overthrow Balsalom, or was the khalifa their target?
 “Have you been talking to someone?”
 “No, my queen. These are my own thoughts.”
 “Do not share them with others. There is enough to worry about without frightening people with this speculation.”
 Kallia’s body had grown accustomed to the temperature of the water, and she wanted nothing more than to rest in the wash basin, but she couldn’t sit here relaxing while wights encircled the city.
 “Bring me a towel, please, Rima.”
 “Your skin will be dried from the soap. Will you not let me rub your body with oils before you dress?”
 “I have no time, Rima. My viziers will be arguing in the throne room while couriers line up, begging to deliver their messages. We’ll be under attack by nightfall, and I cannot spare another moment. The battle may come to find me writhing on the floor, so I need to see to my duties now.”
 Kallia had said this while standing and letting the girl dry her, and now Rima’s trembling hands dropped the towel. She bent quickly to pick it up, muttering apologies.
 “Don’t be afraid, Rima.”
 “They killed everyone in Starnar.” The girl’s words came in a whisper. “That’s what they say. And they say we’ll all die, too.”
 “Balsalom will not fall. I swear to you, we’ll win this battle.”
 The words sounded hollow coming out of Kallia’s mouth. And from the look on the girl’s face, she knew that they hadn’t been believed.
#
 Kallia soon found herself in the throne room, reclining on pillows, while viziers and pashas jostled for her attention. Couriers came running with messages and left with fresh missives. Kallia kept her tone measured, tried to show concern but never panic or even excessive worry. There was almost too much information to digest, too many decisions to be made.
 She hadn’t yet sent riders east to find her husband’s army, but a few days ago she’d ordered messengers to ride west, in hopes of bringing help from the Free Kingdoms. Now that she better understood the threat, she realized that these riders had probably died when they met the army of wights coming out of the Desolation, so she’d asked Daria to carry the news as far as the castles in the mountain passes.
 Kallia had allowed herself greater hope from the riders she’d sent south to the sultanates. Daria had told her that Narud was in Marrabat. He was strange, but a powerful wizard and a friend of Markal’s. If Kallia could retrieve him, he might have some way to combat the wights.
 But among these new messengers were the exhausted riders who had returned to tell her that they’d spotted an army of Marrabatti and Kratians marching north along the Spice Road. The riders had turned to race home and warn Balsalom. What did it mean? Kallia had sent her sister Marialla to marry the sultan to gain an ally in the war, and Marialla had traveled with a party of Balsalomians that included her grand vizier, Fenerath, and Whelan’s brother, Daniel, the former king of the Eriscoban Free Kingdoms. Could they have accomplished their goal so quickly? It didn’t seem possible.
 Why hadn’t the two riders made contact with the army to discover its intent, she demanded. The men bowed and apologized with great ceremony. They’d meant to, they insisted, had shadowed the army for several hours, but then an advance company of Kratians set after them on camels, apparently taking them for spies or bandits. They’d fled north rather than risk capture or death. Better to warn Balsalom and let the khalifa send a larger force. If their intent was hostile, the advance force could harass and delay while Balsalom braced for attack.
 Their words had a certain logic, except Kallia could no longer afford to send a larger force. Certainly, she could spare no army large enough to block the Spice Road. Kallia could only hope that the Marrabatti had friendly intentions. She ordered the two riders to get fresh mounts and leave at once, before Balsalom was surrounded. They were dusty and exhausted from the road, but seemed only too happy to be ordered out of the city. They were so delighted, in fact, that Kallia’s viziers chased them off with sarcastic comments, hinting they were cowards.
 Kallia turned to other messengers. The watchmen had sent several survivors from Ter and Starnar, who approached the khalifa under guard. They shared what information they had about how to combat the wights—precious little, as it turned out—and confirmed that the undead army would save its attack for darkness. Magic weapons seemed to help, they said, provided conjurers could be found to cast spells. One claimed that water helped, while another said fire was effective.
 Darik had bathed and dressed in leather armor over a fresh tunic with the colors of the palace guard. He and Prince Ethan stood to one side, gathering their own information, sending their own couriers in response to new information. Ethan commanded a small force of eight hundred men from the Free Kingdoms and seemed to have appointed Darik as his captain since the young man’s arrival a few hours earlier. Now, Darik asked permission to approach the khalifa.
 Kallia was speaking with a refugee from Ter, the most recent city to fall. She beckoned for Darik to come over.
 “Who is driving the wights?” Darik asked.
 The refugee was an older woman with graying hair and clothing that had once been elegant, but was now torn and splattered with blood. She’d claimed to be the wife of a guildmaster, the only survivor from her family, who had escaped Ter in the chaos of battle to join the flood of refugees. The other refugees Kallia had spoken with had been frightened, almost stunned by their terrifying experience, but this woman spoke in calm tones, and her gaze was steady.
 “They had no leader,” she told Darik, “if that is what you mean. No captain, nobody giving orders.”
 “A conjurer, then? A torturer mumbling incantations?”
 “No. Not that I saw.”
 “How about ravagers?”
 “Ravagers, my lord?”
 “Mounted knights. Not ghosts, but men with bodies. Dead bodies. They would look like knights, dressed as Eriscobans, most likely. Do you know what a Knight Temperate is?”
 The woman looked confused and glanced between Darik and Kallia, then to the viziers frowning to one side. “No, nothing like that. Only wights, spirits. Gray and blue and indistinct. It’s hard to explain if you haven’t seen them.”
 “I’ve seen them,” Darik said. “I understand.”
 “Is there something you’re looking for?” Kallia asked him. “Some hint or important information?”
 “Wights are mindless things,” he said. “They are the souls of the dead, and their only thought is to flee from the Harvester to prevent him from gathering them. But until they hear the baying of hounds and the dark gatherer’s horn, they will remain in place.” Darik licked his lips. “I once stumbled off the road and into the Desolation. The wights stumble about as if in a dream, sleepwalking and mindless. If they were farmers in life, they plow and harvest. If they were warriors, they march. There are the spirits of horses, dogs, war elephants. Even giants killed in the battle for Aristonia.
 “I was fleeing Balsalom when the dark wizard attacked it,” Darik continued. “His conjurers gathered wights and sent them into the city. It took magic and will to keep the wights from fleeing in mindless terror. There were several dozen wights, and Markal said only a powerful wizard could have managed to control so many. But this? This is an entire army.”
 “You may go,” Kallia told the refugee. Then, to the guard who came to escort her out, she added, “Feed this woman and see her properly clothed before she leaves the palace.” When the woman was gone, Kallia turned back to Darik, “Then you think the wights are controlled by the enemy’s wizards?”
 “I had thought so, yes. A small army of torturers and conjurers to command them at all times. Or maybe the ravagers—I don’t know what powers they may have.”
 “The woman said no,” Kallia said. “Are you sure of your assumptions?”
 Darik frowned. “There must be someone, and he must command awesome power to control so many wights, to form them into an army and drive them out of the Desolation against our cities.”
 “The dark wizard himself?” she suggested.
 “He is hundreds of miles from here, under siege in Veyre.”
 “Perhaps the enemy is commanding them from the Dark Citadel.”
 “Perhaps.” Darik didn’t sound convinced. “It is so far. The magic to do such a thing . . .”
 Darik was still standing with Kallia when Hajir brought two men, stoneworkers who claimed to have witnessed strange magic within the city. Hajir seemed skeptical and said he’d almost turned the pair away, but there were two men with the same story, and they were insistent.
 Kallia looked them over. They were simple men, their strong, calloused hands clasping their caps in front of them, the dust of their labors still clinging to their clothing. They seemed stunned to be in the khalifa’s presence.
 “Tell her,” Hajir said sharply. “Hurry up.”
 “Go ahead,” Kallia encouraged when they still seemed reticent. “What did you see?”
 One of the men cleared his throat. “We was working at the bazaar, on them new buildings for the foreigners. You know them, right?” He elbowed his fellow worker. “You tell her. Farnoud will tell it better. He talks good.”
 She was trying to be patient. She could see Hajir’s lips pressed together in irritation, while Darik’s attention drifted back to Ethan, who stood talking to a pair of men from the palace guard.
 “Farnoud,” she said to the second man. “That’s your name? Please tell me what you saw.”
 Farnoud began as hesitantly as the first man, but a few words of encouragement loosened his tongue. The two men had been working in the Grand Bazaar, constructing the new apartments for the poor. This work came by Kallia’s decree. The markets were dying, suffocating from the terrible condition of the trade roads and the flight of silver coin from the city, and so she’d determined that a better use of the space was to house the thousands of refugees pouring into the city. Upon completion of the repairs to the city walls, she had ordered the remaining stone and mud sent to the Grand Bazaar to be used in the construction.
 The two workers had been setting mud bricks on the third floor of one of these new buildings, when a small flock of storks landed nearby. They were not the mottled gray storks of the khalifates, but white, with long, orange-yellow legs. Farnoud thought they’d come from the desert. They traipsed through the freshly laid mud, leaving prints, jabbering and squawking.
 Kallia stared. This was their miraculous tale of magic? An unusual flock of storks coming out of the desert and squawking at each other? Kallia was getting ready to tell Hajir to send the men back to work, when Farnoud continued.
 “We was staring at them storks, you can imagine, listening to ’em jabber like they was men. Then all of a sudden like, we had to look down at the bazaar. There weren’t nothing happening down there, just two men haggling over hides, but we had to see. When we looked back, you know what? Them storks was gone! Instead, five men in robes with their hoods up, all suspicious looking.”
 Darik was still standing by Kallia’s side, and now he stiffened. He met her gaze and gave a small nod.
 “Seems like they didn’t want nobody looking at them,” the other man added. He glanced dully back and forth between Darik and Kallia, seeming to notice the look passing between them, but not comprehending.
 “That’s right!” Farnoud said. “One of them saw us looking, and he lifted his fingers and gave ’em a little wave like this.” Farnoud demonstrated with his thick, square fingers, making them waggle. “And then we was looking down at the bazaar again. Soon enough, they was gone.”
 “When did this happen?” Kallia asked.
 “Last night, just as the sun was going down. We was ready to stop for the night already, and we came right to the palace to tell someone what we seen.”
 “And yet it is already noon the following day,” she said to Hajir. “Why did it take so long to bring me this information?”
 Hajir looked pained. “Khalifa, I cannot trouble you over every rumor or bit of superstitious nonsense. You would do nothing else but listen to such tales. But I sent men to investigate—there was no sign of any strange men, and when we questioned other workers, they had seen nothing.”
 “We’re telling the truth!” Farnoud protested.
 “Then why bring it to my attention now?” she asked Hajir.
 The vizier steepled his long fingers. “Something about the story was troubling me. This morning, before the first bells chimed, I rode to the bazaar to look for anyone who seemed out of place. I saw nothing, but before I left, I went to the roof. There are marks in the mud. The clawed feet of birds. Now, it may be that these men are lying, or they saw a flock of common storks—” Hajir fixed the two workers with a severe gaze, and they looked away, as if unable to bear it. “—but I am troubled. I thought it worthy of an audience with you, my queen.”
 “Khalifa,” Darik said, “may I speak to you alone?”
 Kallia nodded to Hajir. “That is all.”
 Hajir led the two workers out, beneath one of the arcades with its fluted columns, and to the corridor beyond. She gestured to the pillows, and Darik sat next to her.
 “You think this is the answer to your question?” she asked.
 “If it’s true, yes. Five wizards appeared at dusk, flying into the city as storks before changing into their true forms. That is costly magic—they must be powerful. Then, as dawn arrived, the army of wights marched across the plain to encircle the city. The wizards must have called them.”
 A heavy weight settled in her gut. “Servants of the enemy. Where are they now? And could we stop them if we find them?”
 “You have your own conjurers, yes?”
 “Nobody to match them, no.”
 “I’d like to visit the bazaar,” he said. “If they left a trail, I might be able to track them to their hiding place.”
 “And defeat them?” she asked hopefully.
 “No.” Darik chewed on his lip. “I would be no match. Not even close. But if we found them . . .” His voice trailed off. “With your permission, I would like to try.”
 Kallia shifted against the pillows, her heavy belly growing uncomfortable, an ache spreading in her back. Then suddenly, it wasn’t merely a backache, but tendrils of fire burrowing into her flesh.
 No. Not again. Not so soon.
 Darik studied her. “Khalifa? What is it?”
 But she was already climbing to her feet, her face rigid. She couldn’t show her pain and desperation. Viziers, guards, petitioners, and servants all stared as she moved stiffly toward the doorway that led to her apartments.
 She passed Prince Ethan, who was studying her with his own worried expression. “Khalifa?”
 Kallia shook her head, then waved off both Darik and Hajir, who made to follow her. “No, please. Carry on. Ethan, go with Darik to the bazaar. Hajir, see to the final battle prep—” A vicious stab of pain cut her off, and all she could do was gasp.
 The moment it eased, Kallia turned and fled for her rooms to fight through another attack.
 
 



Chapter Six
 “Ninny left the city,” Ethan told Darik as the two men joined Captain Rouhani. They all pulled on gray cloaks as they walked beneath the barbican and out of the palace. “She bought a horse, left through the East Gate, and rode east. Two guards challenged her, but they declined to give chase, not knowing it was her.”
 “These men are sure it was Sofiana they saw?” Darik asked.
 He pulled up the hood and tested the cloak to make sure it would cover his arms once he’d hooked the clasps. The less of their bodies that showed, the better the spell would work.
 “Do you suppose there were many thirteen-year-old girls haggling for goods this morning, buying a horse with good silver, and galloping out of the city before they closed the gates?” Ethan’s tone was exasperated. “Anyway, once I’d heard, I sent riders after her, but I don’t imagine they’ll catch her. She had a good head start.”
 “No, I wouldn’t think so.” Somehow, it made Darik feel better that the girl had given Ethan the slip, too.
 “She’s better off outside the city than in,” Rouhani said. “May the Brothers guide her to her father.”
 “One can hope,” Ethan agreed.
 “Do the cloaks cover you sufficiently?” Darik asked. “No skin should be visible if the magic is to work.”
 Rouhani had pulled up his hood, and now let it drop. He fixed Darik with an admiring glance. “It is a lucky man who walks in the shadow of a powerful wizard.”
 “I agree,” Darik said. “A fortunate man indeed. Now if only we had such a wizard.”
 Ethan grinned and theatrically gestured for Darik to lead the way. The three men strode along the cobbled streets toward the Merchants Quarter and the Grand Bazaar. Darik wasn’t sure how long his spell would last, so he didn’t want to cast it yet, not until they reached the markets. Besides, his left hand was still stiff from the bit of magic he’d cast that morning. The longer he let it heal, the better.
 How many hours ago had that been? Darik glanced at the sun and tried to tell the time of day from its position in the sky. It was still midafternoon, but dusk came sooner this time of year. There wasn’t much time left. An hour and a half, maybe? He picked up the pace, and the other two men hurried along with him.
 They were three tall soldiers, armed with swords and visibly in a hurry, and people gave them a wide berth. When they were passing through the fine houses where the moneylenders lived, a finely dressed man in a turban threw open the shutters and leaned out to ask them if the city were already surrounded, or if he might have time to get his wife and sons out.
 Rouhani turned with a hard gaze. “Where would you send them?” The man fell silent, and Rouhani added, “And why aren’t your sons at the city wall to defend it?”
 “They’re only children! Not one of them could lift a sword.”
 “Then give them kitchen knives,” Rouhani said. “A sharp stick if you can find nothing else.”
 The alley was narrow, and the upper floors cantilevered over it to the point where only a thin shaft of light could penetrate. At the captain’s strong voice, other shutters opened, and more people looked out, worried.
 “That goes for all of you,” Rouhani said. “Defend this city any way you can.”
 “Will it matter?” Ethan muttered when they’d left the alley. “Can anyone fight these things?”
 “A wight can fear,” Darik said. “And it can suffer pain. Hot iron, fire, even boiling water will touch them. Injure them, and they will flee in terror.” He considered. “But if we don’t find those wizards, it won’t matter. They will drive the wights against the city until the walls collapse, then send them screaming through the city, killing and burning. Nothing will stop them.”
 The edge of the Grand Bazaar was nearly two miles from the palace gates, but Darik thought they arrived faster on foot than if they’d been riding. Closer to the center of the city, people were dragging carts, barrels, and furniture to form barricades. Entire neighborhoods had become miniature fortresses, mud and stone buildings all looking inward toward blocked alleys. Balsalom had already survived one brutal sack, and by now, word of the nature of the enemy had spread.
 The three men picked their way over and around these barricades, until at last, they came to the Grand Bazaar. Here, they found a frenzy of merchants trying to gather their goods and flee the square, while desperate men and women bid up the price of any foodstuffs still for sale.
 Half of the vast marketplace had disappeared, replaced by hastily constructed blocks of three-story buildings crowded with refugees. Some of the buildings were still unfinished, with no shutters, and ladders and scaffolding leading to upper levels, but even these unfinished rooms had clotheslines stretching between balconies, with residents peering out at the chaos below. An old man with a face sunken around missing teeth sat on a bedroll laid atop a plank connecting two pieces of scaffolding. His bare feet dangled over the edge, thirty feet above the ground, while he puffed at a hookah. Skin stretched like dried leather over his sharp cheekbones, and his eyes were sunken pits as he stared down at the bazaar. Nearby, a girl climbed a rickety ladder while carrying a pail of water.
 “Stop here,” Darik told his companions. “Step beneath this arcade and into the shadows. Good. Now draw your hoods and conceal your hands and arms.”
 “What about my sword?” Rouhani asked.
 “It doesn’t matter if our weapons show. Only flesh needs to be hidden.”
 Darik exposed his left hand long enough to cast the spell. The joints were finally loosening from the stiffness he’d carried since his encounter with the bandits that morning, and he had to breathe slowly with his eyes closed to distract himself from anticipating a fresh stab of pain. Markal had taught him this spell, and he’d turned it over in his mind many times, but he’d never cast it. There was fear that he’d lose the essence of it, and he had to clear this away too, before he could speak the incantation.
 He needed to summon his will and believe, truly believe, in the rightness of his cause, or the magic would bleed away. He thought about Kallia, the young khalifa who had sacrificed so terribly for Balsalom. He thought about the injustice of the dark wizard attacking the city, brutally sacking it, and now returning to complete the slaughter. He thought about his friends: Daria first, of course, but Whelan, Markal, and even Sofiana, plus the two men beside him. Every one of them would give his or her life to defeat the enemy, to find King Toth in his citadel and destroy him. A righteous anger rose in Darik’s breast.
 Suddenly, he knew he was ready. He held out his hand palm up and bowed his head.

“Et abscondite nos a conspectu facultatum.” 
 Pain flared in his hand, but it was washed away by a warm glow that started in his toes, raced along his skin like the crackle of lightning to his fingertips, and then flooded his face and head until he felt as though he were floating. It was a rush of power unlike anything he’d ever felt.
 I’m doing it. I’m calling real magic.
 When he lifted his head, the world around them seemed to be glowing, and the three men stood within a deep and inky pool of blackness that seemed to suck the very sunlight from the sky. When Darik looked directly at the other two men, he could see them clearly, but when he looked away, they vanished. A few curious bystanders had been watching them, but now, they turned away, blinking and confused, as if remembering something elsewhere that needed their attention.
 Rouhani stared at Darik, gaping. “By the Harvester be damned!”
 “You are a wizard,” Ethan said. “Markal said, but I never believed it possible.”
 Darik was as stunned as his companions. Markal had told him of this moment, when the devotion to one’s cause rose and consumed everything, when the magic would do your bidding, molded into something both wonderful and terrible. He’d never expected to capture it. He was more accustomed to giving himself goat legs. If only this moment had come while facing Chantmer the Tall on the edge of the Desolation. 
 “Speak quietly,” he said in a low voice. “Others will bend to avoid you, but it would be best to step aside when possible. Every encounter weakens the spell.”
 Ethan knew where the builders had spotted the mysterious visitors who’d flown in as storks, and he led the way. The three men climbed a mud staircase to the second floor of the newest building, and walked a scaffolding that took them right past the old man smoking the hookah. They had to step over his dangling legs, but he didn’t notice them. Neither did any of the hundreds of people in the bazaar look up as the companions continued to a ladder that led to the roof.
 Shortly, they were atop the building, high enough to see over the city walls, which lay perhaps a half mile away to the north. Darik’s eyesight seemed unusually sharp, and he could see distant objects with the clarity of a hawk hunting rabbits from high in the sky. Hundreds of armed men watched from the parapets of the walls, while others marched through the streets toward the gates. The sun was beginning its fiery descent to the west, into the blasted land of the Desolation of Toth. It cast the plain in a thin, waning light that washed over the approaching army. A cloud of dust enveloped it and hid its true size, but the force stretched for miles. It seemed like a single, flowing object, like a thick, rolling fog. Not an army, not people.
 The wights seemed to be approaching the Great Gates, but Darik couldn’t see the other sides of the city, and so he wasn’t sure that other forces weren’t approaching the city from other angles. He imagined that riders and refugees were still coming and going and would do so until the last possible moment.
 Ethan and Rouhani were still staring out beyond the city walls when Darik turned to study his surroundings. His other senses were heightened, too, and he immediately detected the scent of magic hanging in the air. It seemed almost spicy, like a pinch of cardamom powder held to the nose.
 Darik walked across the roof to a partially constructed wall that would lead up to another floor above them when finished. He picked out a few pieces of straw from the drying mud and smelled them.
 Ethan came up behind. “Did you find something?”
 “Magic. The scent is stronger to the left.”
 “Where? I don’t notice anything.”
 “No? I’m surprised. It’s very strong.”
 The main purpose of Darik’s spell had been to hide them from prying eyes, to conceal them from other magic intended to discover pursuit, but it had powerful side effects. But apparently only for Darik’s benefit. He felt larger, somehow, with a sense of power, as if he were greater than the men following him, wiser than the fools scrabbling like rats in the bazaar below or cowering in their homes throughout the city. It was an intoxicating, dangerous feeling.
 The strongest residue of magic came from the far corner of the mud wall, and it was here that Darik found the marks that the vizier had mentioned, the prints of stork feet pressed into the soft mud and left to dry. He squatted and traced his fingers over the drier, harder mud at his feet. His fingertips tingled. He found the outlines of feet pressed into the ground.
 “Bare feet walked this way,” he said. “They go back toward the ladder.”
 “Are you sure?” Ethan asked. “I don’t see anything.”
 “There are several distinct prints,” Darik added, hands still groping. “The builders spoke the truth. Someone came down from the wall and walked away.”
 “Well, then,” Ethan said. He sounded mildly surprised. “Can you follow them?”
 “Yes. In fact, it will be easier than I had supposed.”
 “Let’s go then,” Rouhani urged. “It will be dark soon. We have to stop them before they send aid to the wights.”
 The three men descended into the bazaar, and it didn’t take long for Darik to find the path again. He was like a hound with a scent in his nostrils now, and that scent was a clearly marked trail that cut straight through the heart of the great open market. There were other traces there—faint outlines of other bits of wizardry, some of it old, some of it left by minor conjurers of one sort or another, but it didn’t obscure the residue of stronger magic straight ahead.
 Merchants pulled down tents and canopies, loading jars of olive oil, clay pots of tea, great bundles of khat, and barrels of wheat into wagons, tearing down the whole market in advance of the battle. Darik picked his way through a caravan of snorting, foul-tempered camels and their Kratian drivers. Rouhani and Ethan followed.
 Darik momentarily lost the scent at the far end of the bazaar, where it was clear that one of the wizards had cast a spell to disguise their passage. He got himself turned about, and almost lost it entirely, but then he found it again: a slender thread leading into a dark and foul-smelling alley filthy with rags and bins of overflowing night soil. Once the companions came out the other side, Darik had the slightly altered magical scent in his nostrils again, and they picked up the pace.
 He led them into the former Slaves Quarter, still filled with the poor and destitute. Many of the freed slaves had joined Balsalom’s armies. Others had either fled the city, stayed on to continue working for their former masters, or taken work on the many building projects strengthening the city’s defenses. But hundreds remained in their hovels, destitute and helpless to alter a course defined by a lifetime of forced servitude. They’d been joined by thousands of the poorest refugees from outside the city, and the quarter was a filthy, dangerous area.
 They came upon one man being robbed and beaten by two men with sticks, and several other low exchanges after that. One man, Darik was convinced, was a Veyrian spy, passing money to a man with a thick, warty nose in exchange for a rolled parchment. Nobody spotted the three armed men, and so all of this was done openly. Rouhani started toward the supposed spy, reaching for weapon, but Darik grabbed his wrist to stop him. They needed to stay hidden, and that meant avoiding any contact with these people.
 The trail led out of the quarter and to the city walls overlooking the Tombs of the Kings, not far from the Gate of the Dead, which was closed and barricaded with massive beams ringed in iron. Soldiers manned the guard towers, among them several dozen of Ethan’s own Eriscobans, armed with straight swords, heavy breastplates, and rounded helmets. Balsalomian archers lined the walls, and their posture was tense as they stared down at the plain beyond the city in the face of the falling sun.
 The magical trail led up a stone staircase to the top of the walls. Darik, Ethan, and Rouhani waited until the staircase was clear, then hurried up to the parapet. They picked their way carefully along the wall walk behind the battlement. Darik was so focused on the magical trail, and on slipping carefully by the archers manning the wall, that he didn’t immediately glance down outside the city. But Rouhani gasped, and Darik drew short and followed his gaze.
 It looked at first like a ghostly blue light, like a river flowing through the obelisks and mastabas of the Tombs of the Kings, but as he stared, individual figures came into focus, climbing over and around obstacles like an army of ants on the march, every one of them directed as if by an unseen hand. There were men on foot and ghostly horses, their faces blurred, their bodies seeming almost to stretch from one location to another instead of walking. Larger figures moved among them: giants, mammoths, snaking dragon-like creatures without wings.
 The three companions stood near a small cluster of archers with their arrows lined in position behind the wall, and a single ballista with a loaded bolt. The men were cursing, glancing over their shoulders as if they wanted to flee back into the city.
 Darik nudged Rouhani and Ethan to get them moving. They continued along the wall walk for a few minutes, then came onto the roof of one of the small guard towers that punctuated the wall at intervals. This one stood where the city wall curved to face the northern approaches, and should have been heavily manned, but curiously, only a handful of archers guarded it, and these stood shoulder to shoulder. Their bows were out, arrows notched, but not yet drawn.
 In spite of this odd detail, Darik might have stumbled past them if he hadn’t been intently studying the magical trail. But the trail didn’t carry across to the wall walk on the opposite side, it cut to the edge of the tower roof and stopped at the five archers. As he stared, the bows and arrows seemed to disappear in their hands, the golden dragon of the House of Saffa dissolved from their cloaks. They wore gray robes with drawn hoods. Not so different from how Darik and his companions had dressed upon leaving the palace.

Wizards. Magic hung about them, an aura of power. He’d never sensed that before, but now, still under the influence of the spell he’d cast in the Grand Bazaar, it seemed as much a part of them as their legs or arms. They hadn’t yet spotted the three men cloaked in shadow who had been hunting them.
 Darik held out an arm to stop his companions, then gestured with his hooded head toward the enemy wizards. Ethan and Rouhani stiffened. For a moment, the three of them stood frozen. The five wizards had begun to chant. The sun was a ball of flame to the west, falling below the horizon. Soon, it would be night.
 Now what? Fight them? But how? Darik’s left hand was blackened into a claw, withdrawn into his sleeve, and throbbing. He could use his other hand to call more magic, but doubt had taken him, and he worried that his effort would fizzle and sputter. And even if it didn’t, he’d then be left with two useless hands, and no way to draw his sword. That would leave Rouhani and Ethan to face five wizards powerful enough to command an army of wights, while Darik tried to raise more men to aid in the fight.
 Rouhani leaned in and whispered in Darik’s ears. “Destroy them.”
 The captain’s voice was low, no louder than a breeze across the desert sand, but instantly, one of the enemies whipped his head in their direction. He threw back his hood and drew his hands from beneath his cloak. Words of power came to his lips.
 
 



Chapter Seven
 Daria was exhausted, and her griffin was flagging, by the time she reached the foothills at the base of the Dragon’s Spine. Snow covered the upper peaks, and after so many days flying across deserts and dry plains, she wanted nothing more than to climb to the higher reaches and find an icy stream to bathe in. What a relief that would be! She was dusty and dirty and perpetually hot.
 But she’d left her mother on bad terms. Again. Had returned to her aerie after dropping Markal off with Whelan’s army only to hear that a griffin rider had spotted the injured dragon flying out of the desert. Daria told her mother to gather the riders, but Palina had angrily insisted that it was not their fight. Daria reminded her mother who was the leader of the flock, then set off to search for the monster. Now she was anxious to get back and find out if her mother had obeyed the order.
 She brought Talon above the meadows and hardwood forests of the hills and into the sweet-smelling pine of the lower shoulders of the mountains. There, she cut south toward her aerie. The sun was already behind the mountains and casting long shadows across the plains to the east. Some instinct drew her attention in that direction.
 And it was then that she spotted the dragon wasps. They were three or four miles off, distant enough that Darik would have squinted with his weak lowland eyes, unable to see them, but she could pick them out clearly enough. Medium-size wasps, maybe eight or nine feet long, each carrying a single dragon kin. Wasps were young dragons, and these were probably the offspring of the monster she’d attacked and wounded earlier in the fall.
 Under other circumstances, Daria might have turned and chased them off. She was only one against their three, but a few skirmishes over the past two weeks had confirmed Talon’s power. Dragon wasps were scared to approach the aggressive golden griffin, and the dragon kin had a hard time getting close enough to Daria to use their spears. But she was tired, and so was her mount. Still, she couldn’t afford to lead them to the aeries, so she climbed higher in the mountain to lose them before returning home.
 Daria came over the top of one of the shorter peaks, flew briefly down into a grassy mountain valley on the western side of the range as she continued south, then came back up over the top again. But when she got to the eastern side, the enemy was waiting for her, this time only two hundred yards east and a thousand feet or so below. They must have continued following the mountains south in anticipation of her return. She’d used that tactic one time too many, and they had apparently learned it.
 Daria reached for her horn. She was close enough to home that a long blast might bring more griffin riders to her aid. But there were only three enemies. Surely, she didn’t need help.
 Talon spotted the wasps and screamed. He pulled on his tether, anxious to fight. Daria was exasperated, her patience gone, angry with the enemy for following her almost to her very home, and so she let the griffin have his way. He pulled back his wings and dove at the dragon wasps.
 The enemy pulled into formation, the kin holding their spears in a line like a row of pikemen bracing against a cavalry charge. Talon hurled himself toward them as if he would impale himself, but at the last moment, Daria gave a tug to the tether, and he angled to one side. She leaned almost completely off the griffin as they flew past. Only her thigh muscles and a single cord wrapped around one ankle kept her from falling to her death. The enemy spear brushed her shoulder. As it touched, she slashed with the sword. Her blade got past the spear, and the tip pierced flesh.
 The dragon kin dropped his spear, and it fell spinning toward the trees below. He clutched his neck briefly, then slumped face down on the back of his mount. Blood gleamed on the end of Daria’s sword, and she knew the man would not be rejoining the fight.
 With its rider no longer giving directions, the dragon wasp veered away with a screech and fled the battlefield with its leathery wings beating furiously. The other two kin regrouped and tried to gain altitude with their mounts so they wouldn’t be caught from above a second time, but Daria had already brought her griffin around, and they screamed between the two remaining wasps to drive them apart. Then, before they could recover, she came in a third time.
 Talon seized one of the wasps by its tail. His beak darted in, tearing. Daria hacked at the creature’s scales. The dragon wasp writhed and screeched and tried to tear itself free from the double attack. As it did, the man on its back lost his spear, too, as he struggled to hold on. Daria leaned out again, slashing. She couldn’t reach the dragon kin, but she could get at the tethers and cords and cut through them. The kin lost his grip and fell with a cry. It was two hundred feet to the trees, and he screamed all the way down, falling silent only when he crashed into the branches. Talon took a final stab at the dragon wasp with his beak, then hurled the dying creature down after its master.
 The final dragon kin and wasp fled for their lives. She let them go.
 Daria didn’t feel triumphant, only exhausted. Defeating wasps and dragon kin was one thing, but the mature dragon, having devoured its rivals and grown to monstrous size, would be another matter. She’d gathered all the riders, fought a terrific battle, wounded it almost at the cost of her own life, and driven it from the mountains. It had retreated to the desert to nurse its wounds, and now, only a couple of months later, was once again terrorizing the skies. She’d spotted it flying in the khalifates.
 Praise the Mountain Brother that she’d seen it at a distance, or she’d be dead now. Instead, she’d raced to the mountains to warn her mother, then gone back to the khalifates to search for it. No sign of the thing, though she guessed it was headed east toward the armies brawling outside the gates of Veyre. Daria had flown around for several days, sleeping in ruined hilltop towers and trying to work up her courage to descend into all of those soldiers again so she could warn Markal and Whelan, when she noticed a column of smoke.
 The smoke came from the city of Starnar. Its walls had been breached, its palaces and bazaars smashed. Starnar was a mass of flames, and the dead were everywhere, both within and outside the walls. Thousands of refugees had been slaughtered, and thousands more were fleeing in terror.
 She found the enemy army the next day. An army of the dead. They were approaching Ter, soon to encircle its walls, too. After that, where? Balsalom? Daria had to summon the courage to land among the flatlanders, no matter her fear. She told herself it was to warn the khalifa of Balsalom about the army of wights ravaging the Western Khalifates. But she’d also hoped to find Darik in the city. He was not there. So that morning, she’d lifted from the palace and flown west, toward home.
 Daria resisted the urge to stop at her aerie. She’d left a young cousin with her fledglings, and though the boy was only eleven, she had no doubt he was caring for them well. Instead, she continued along the mountains until she reached her mother’s home, several miles farther south and higher in the peaks.
 Palina lived in a stone watchtower built next to an ancient and abandoned trade route through the mountains. Here and there you could see remnants of the old road, flat and overgrown with gnarled pine trees except where it passed over bare stone. But most of the road had long since crumbled into a gorge carved by a churning mountain stream. A sheer granite face rose behind Palina’s tower, which was so eroded and overgrown with moss that it was indistinguishable from the mountain itself until you were practically upon it.
 Her mother’s griffin cried a warning as Daria brought Talon in for a landing. The smaller, white-feathered animal cringed back against the far wall when they entered the aerie. Daria dismounted and began to untie her saddlebag, while the two griffins eyed each other.
 Palina poked up through the trap door in the floor moments later, concern on her face. It vanished when she saw what had caused the disturbance.
 “Tie your animal to the rings,” she said.
 “Talon won’t hurt her.”
 “Yes, but she doesn’t know that.”
 Daria frowned, but did as she was told. Had the tower not been so precariously placed, the weather was clear enough that she could have nested Talon outside. She stroked the animal’s feathers and muscular back haunches as she looped the tethers through the rings on the wall. They were meant to discourage untrained fledglings from flying off on their own, but wouldn’t keep Talon if he were determined to free himself. He’d cut them and fly away.
 “You be good,” she warned. “If I have to go track you down in the high mountains, I won’t be happy about it.”
 He keened, and she kissed him on the beak.
 Daria descended the ladder into the single room that made up her mother’s living quarters. A pot of bubbling venison and wild carrot stew bubbled over a crackling fire. The rich aroma made Daria’s stomach growl. She hadn’t eaten anything but rabbit and raw mutton for days.
 It was only when she turned her attention from the fire that she noticed the transformation in her mother’s home. The shelves had been cleaned of pots. The books had been stacked into a small pile on one end of the shelf and tied together with birch bark twine. Two swords, a leather breastplate, and a spear stood next to the door, wrapped in deerskin. And there was little evidence of her mother’s trade: no hanging deer hides, and the clay jars of dye had been sealed and put away.
 During the long, solitary stretches, her mother passed the time making soft deerskin boots, belts, and cloaks, dying them and then imprinting the leather with the shape of leaves or the heads of owls and hawks. Other riders gave Palina tools, cookware, salt, and even firewood in trade. The braver sorts might then take some of Palina’s handiwork down to the hill country to trade for tools, pottery, and raw iron. Griffin feathers were also a desired commodity outside the mountains, and together with leather and hides, formed the majority of what the griffin riders offered the flatlanders in trade.
 Daria had never liked the smell of the leatherworking, which was one of many reasons why she’d chosen to live with her father. But the pungent odor of fresh hides was gone, as well as the sharp scent of dyes.
 “Take a seat,” Palina said. “You must be hungry.”
 “What is this? Why have you cleaned up?”
 “It was a mess. The mice were growing annoying.”
 “It was always a mess, and since when have mice bothered you?”
 “When they start gnawing holes in clothing to make their nests, that’s when. And then it’s time to clear away their hiding places and kick them out of doors again.”
 Daria narrowed her eyes, skeptical. But she took off the hunting horn, hooked the leather thong over the edge of the chair, and sat down, then waited as her mother ladled stew into wooden bowls. She didn’t start eating until her mother sat down.
 “This isn’t a clean up. You’re preparing to change aeries. Why?”
 “We’re leaving, Daria.”
 “Who is leaving? Where?” Daria set the bowl on the edge of the hearth, where it sat steaming. “This is about the dragon, isn’t it? I told you to gather the flock. Why haven’t you done it?”
 “What makes you think I haven’t?”
 “Then what is all this?”
 “You are a war leader, Daria. That’s all it means to be the flockheart. You have no power to command on other matters, only to advise.”
 Daria sprang to her feet. “This is a war!”
 Her mother thrust out her chin. “And I did what you told me, so sit down. But,” Palina added, as Daria slowly sat, “I will point out that this is not our war. It never was, and it never will be.”
 “Three dragon wasps attacked me not ten miles from here. We fought a full-grown dragon, here, in the mountains. Many of us have already fallen to this enemy. How can you claim this is not our war?”
 “It isn’t,” Palina insisted, “and it never was until we got involved. Your father rescued those men from Montcrag. That’s the only reason we’re being attacked.”
 “You would have let the dark wizard overrun the castle and slaughter them all?”
 “I don’t know what I would have done, because I was not there. Your father did not consult me. But since then, since he led us into battle at Sleptstock and Arvada, King Toth has bent his mind to destroying our people. You want us to face a dragon, no matter how many of us die, and then, no doubt, you’ll have us flying back and forth at the whim of wizards and kings. Bringing messages here, carrying people there. Attacking their enemies and dying. How many of us do you think there are? Do you possibly think we could fight this war to its conclusion and somehow survive as a people?” Palina nodded. “I would have regretted the deaths at Montcrag, but I would not have intervened.”
 “So, yes,” Daria said bitterly. “You would have let the castle defenders be killed. Whelan was there, and Markal. The wizard has always been our friend and a friend of the Mountain Brother. And Darik. He’d be dead now.”
 “I know how you feel about your flatlander. I wish you would leave him be, find a mate among your own people. Someone who breathes the mountain air, who is not afraid of cold or solitude. We are few, and they are more numerous than the stones of the mountainside. But that is your choice. I cannot stop you even if I wanted to. But your war . . . no. That is another matter.”
 “We’re the only ones who can defeat this dragon,” Daria said. “And I have given orders to prepare for battle. Now tell me straightaway. Have you done what I asked? Will they be ready?”
 “They’ll be ready.” A note of bitterness had entered Palina’s voice. “They’ll face the dragon and die for you. But when it’s done, when we’ve either defeated the monster or fled the battlefield, too weak to fight on . . . ”
 “What?”
 “Then we leave. We load our mounts and fly north. Through the land of the golden griffins and beyond. We’ll make a new home in the northern mountains.”
 “It is a wilderness, the heart of the Wylde. Summer barely comes.”
 “We don’t need summer. We only need mountains and forests and game to hunt. And isolation from the flatlanders and their wars.”
 Daria stared into the fire and imagined how it would go. It was already winter in the north country, and if there had ever been aeries, they must be in ruins. What a terrible struggle that first winter would be.
 “People might die before spring comes,” Daria said.
 “Better than utter destruction at the hands of the dark wizard.”
 “We’ll win the war. I know we will. Darik and Markal and Whelan—”
 “They may win the war, Daria, but we won’t. We’ll be gone. Defeated, extinct. At best, we’ll be remembered in stories they tell each other.”
 Daria had no answer to this. Maybe her mother was right. How many were they, a few hundred riders and their griffins? And that included the children and the elderly. She thought of the army of thousands of wights that she’d seen crawling mindlessly across the plain toward Ter.

If I die, don’t let that happen to me. May the Harvester gather my soul. 
 “We’ll fight your battle, Daria,” her mother confirmed. “But only this battle and no more. When it’s over, if any of us survive, we’re flying north. Every rider, every griffin. That will happen whether we win or not. And whether or not you are there to lead us.”
 Daria stared. She’d never heard of such a thing. That they would leave the flockheart behind? And they weren’t just her people, they were her family, her own blood: her mother, her uncles, her sister, her cousins. Could she go with them and leave Darik behind? She’d asked so much of him already, to join her in the mountains knowing that she would suffer in the flatlands. But to take him north, where the first winter would be so brutal that even the cold-hardened people of the mountains would struggle, might be too much for him.
 The alternative was staying, yet the thought of remaining behind like a ghost in the land filled her with a bone-deep ache. No, she couldn’t. If her people left, she would go with them. She was the flockheart, it was her duty.
 Daria’s stew had gone cold by the time she picked it up. She chewed and swallowed listlessly. It formed a hard lump in her stomach.
 
 



Chapter Eight
 Two warring needs seized Darik as the opposing figure drew back his cowl. The first was to raise his uninjured right hand and call forth the power of the Order of the Wounded Hand, speak a spell to his lips, and hurl a fireball at these wizards. One moment, one lucky chance while their attention was drawn elsewhere and he was still cloaked in the spell he’d cast at the edge of the bazaar, and maybe he would cause them a terrible injury. Rouhani and Ethan could rush in and finish them before they recovered.
 The second urge was to use that same hand and draw his sword. That was Whelan’s influence, plus Darik’s time riding and training with the Knights Temperate under Roderick’s command. Sword or magic? He only had an instant to decide.
 In the end, Darik drew his sword. He’d already wounded one hand, and if he used his other, he’d be helpless, whereas the sword gave him a chance to cast a spell later. It was out of the sheath in an instant, and Darik had to throw back the cloak to give himself wider range of motion for combat. Some of the magic hiding him dissipated as he exposed his arms.
 The incantation died on the enemy wizard’s lips. He let out a jeering laugh, waved his hand, and the last shreds of the illusion of five archers dropped away like a torch held to a spiderweb. Darik stopped short. The wizard was Chantmer the Tall with four companions.
 Chantmer peered down at him. “You. And to think I was frightened, that for a moment I thought you were wizards.”
 Tattoos covered Chantmer’s body: his hands, neck, and presumably the clothed parts of his body, as well. Only his face was unmarred. The others drew back their own cloaks, and they looked much the same, covered with tattoos: runes, mythical beasts, words in strange ancient tongues, even geometric patterns. Darik supposed that each one represented a spell that could be called forth at will.
 “What do we do?” Rouhani asked Darik, his voice tight. “How do we defeat these men? Command us!”
 “You’re asking this boy to command you?” Chantmer sneered. “Balsalom has indeed sunk low. Look at your city, prostrate before an army of wights, so helpless she cannot muster a handful of conjurers to drive them back. And this slave—”
 “He is no slave!” Rouhani said. “This hero—”
 “Enough,” Chantmer said.
 Rouhani fell silent, blinking. He put his hand to his mouth, then tried to speak again, but could only manage an incoherent babble. Ethan stood tense and ready, light on his feet, sword in hand. Darik had never seen the king’s youngest brother fight, but imagined he would be a formidable swordsman, like his brothers. But Darik, Ethan, and Rouhani made three against five wizards.
 “Who cast this spell on you?” Chantmer asked.
 “I did it myself, Betrayer,” Darik said.
 “Yes, of course you did,” he said sarcastically. “Who was it? Is Markal in the city? Why is he not with the king?” Chantmer’s eyes narrowed. “Yet you do not have Markal’s scent about you. It was a wizard of the Order, I know that much, but who? Philina? Timothe?”
 Darik glanced down from the walls. The wights had come to a halt some hundred yards distant from the city. They turned their heads west toward the setting sun as if watching it fall. A few more minutes, then night would fall, and the wights would attack. Now was not the time to bristle at Chantmer’s arrogance.
 “By the Brothers, I’m begging you,” Darik said. “Balsalom is innocent. Whatever the dark wizard promised you, it can’t be worth the slaughter of so many people.”
 “What?” Chantmer blinked. “You think that I . . .? You are naive and witless. This is not my army. I don’t command them.”
 “You don’t? Then why are you here? To watch the city burn for your own amusement?”
 “To fight them, you fool.”
 Could it be true? Darik scarcely dared to hope. Chantmer the Betrayer, defending Balsalom? Why? How would that advance the wizard’s personal glory?
 “I saw what you did at Sleptstock,” Darik said, “when you raised the bone gurgolet and killed your own people. Wizards, soldiers. Why would you help us now?”
 “I have no time to banter with a child.” Chantmer turned to his companions. “If these three take another step toward us, you may kill them with impunity. It is time. Prepare a line.”
 Chantmer nodded at one of the mages, a beardless man with dark, braided hair and an amulet hanging from a chain at his neck. “Roghan, you will lead the initial thrust.” Chantmer glanced back at Darik. “Watch and learn, boy, what true power is. You can tell Markal next time you see him.”
 Ethan and Rouhani looked to Darik for guidance, but he shook his head and gestured for the three of them to go to the edge of the wall to watch. Before he started a confrontation with Chantmer and his mages, he needed to know whether or not the wizard was telling the truth.
 The five wizards lined up at the edge of the tower wall. They stripped off their cloaks and pulled off their robes until they hung about their waists, baring their chests. One of the mages was a woman, slender and small breasted, and she uncovered her chest like the rest of them. Tattoos covered nearly every inch of visible flesh. Each of them had one large tattoo in common, a red snake that curled from their collarbones, across their chests, and around to their backs.
 The horizon swallowed the sun in a conflagration of red and orange, the disk dropping moment by moment until there was nothing left but a dying glow above the western horizon. The brightest stars appeared in the blue-black sky, and then suddenly, the night was filled with them. A long sigh, almost a whisper, passed down the length of the army of wights. The glow spread, a ghostly blue light that was soon the brightest thing in the night. The wights flowed toward the city, a solid wall, one spirit merging with the next.
 Cries sounded all along the walls. Trumpets blasted orders. Men to the right of the guard tower stoked fires beneath kettles of steaming oil and water. Men with leather gloves grabbed the handles, preparing to heave their contents over the edge. Archers launched a volley of arrows. Fiery bolts mixed among the arrows, carrying flaming rags into the midst of the wights.
 Sometimes, the arrows seemed to pass through with no effect, but others struck, and wights fell where they hit. Other wights faltered around them, but the sheer force of will driving them forward closed any gaps, and shortly, the undead army was piling against the wall. Darik didn’t know what they hoped to accomplish. They didn’t seem able to scale the walls, and they had no siege engines he could see, either ghostly or physical in form. They seemed to face the same limitations as any living army. How would they break into the city?
 Chantmer and his companions began to chant. Their words were soft, but grew in volume as more wights gathered against the walls and gates. It was no spell that Darik knew, and he could only parse a few words from the old tongue, something about slaves and chains, he thought, though he didn’t understand what that could mean.
 The red snakes glowed on the bodies of the wizards until they throbbed like coals in a blacksmith’s fire. The snakes began to move. They writhed and twisted until it looked as if they were squirming beneath the flesh, trying to burst free. The air vibrated with magic.
 Captain Rouhani stared, eyes bulging, mouth open and slack. “The Harvester take me!”
 “Stay back, both of you,” Darik ordered.
 The snake tattoos flared one last time, then vanished completely, leaving only bare flesh, pink or brown according to the natural color of each wizard’s skin tone. Something moved on the ground below, red and fiery.
 Darik leaned over the battlement, the wizards temporarily forgotten. Five giant red snakes burst from the ground, one after another, as if emerging from hidden lairs. Each snake was a hundred feet long, the size of the dragon Darik and Sofiana had spotted in the desert. They had horns and great, shaggy heads, but their bodies were completely snake-like, except that they seemed to be made of fire. They raced through the army of wights in every direction, burning and scattering enemies. Every time one of the wights caught fire, the snake’s flames diminished slightly.
 The sighing horde was soon crackling and burning. A long, unearthly wail rose from their mouths until it became a howl. Darik slapped his hands over his ears, that mindless sound dragging him back to the Desolation of Toth. Ethan and Rouhani cried out in fear next to him. When Darik had recovered his wits, he looked down to see the fiery snakes dissolving with a final burst of sparks and smoke.
 But the creatures had done their duty, and the enemy was in full retreat from the city walls. They were no longer a single, throbbing mass as they scattered across the plain, but ten thousand individual wights: men, women, children, horses, war elephants, giants. All of them fleeing in terror, as if pursued by the Harvester and his hounds. And perhaps they were. Darik thought he caught the ring of a distant horn before it was drowned in the cheers and triumphant blasts of trumpets along the city walls. One of the guild towers rang its bells, and it was answered in short order by other towers throughout Balsalom.
 Chantmer leaned against the wall, panting. Sweat poured down his temples and dripped off the tip of his beard. But he was flushed with triumph, his eyes glittering. The other wizards seemed more beaten, some on their knees, others bent over double and gasping. One by one they began to pull up their robes to cover their bare torsos.
 For all of Chantmer’s taunts about Darik’s insignificance, the wizard seemed unable to hold back from gloating. “That is magic. True power. Even King Toth’s mightiest spell fell apart before me.”
 Darik wasn’t ready to declare victory, and he cast his glance across the plain. The wights had fallen back several hundred yards from the city walls, and while some bled away in mindless flight into the Tombs of the Kings, the bulk of the army had come to a halt. They now began to ooze back together like droplets of quicksilver scattered on a flat surface.
 “It would seem,” Darik said, “that you have underestimated the might of King Toth’s spell.”
 Chantmer turned with a frown. The other wizards muttered as they followed their leader’s gaze.
 The wights continued to move and flow. As different clumps formed larger groups, the gathering accelerated. Soon, there were four large groups, then three, then two. These two larger segments had formed at some distance, and they now groped toward each other, attempting to unify the entire army. At last, they joined and flowed once more toward the city walls. Only a few score wights seemed to have escaped.
 “Chantmer,” Roghan said. “We could raise a dust djin.”
 “A whirlwind? No. Not powerful enough.” Chantmer had a look of intense concentration.
 “The ground,” Darik said. “Can you make it shake? Markal said—”
 “Quiet!”
 “They’re coming this direction,” one of the wizards said. “Look, they’ve sensed us.”
 It was true, Darik saw. The army of wights was bulging and seemed to be pushing its strength toward the tower upon which they stood. They must have detected the origin of the attack that had nearly scattered them, and were moving to eliminate it. Darik still didn’t understand how they would break through the stone walls, but now he was alarmed.
 Darik turned to his companions. “Captain, alert the watch, make sure they know where the attack is coming. Ethan, get the Eriscobans, see if you can position them on the ground behind the tower. Find your bravest men, make sure they won’t break lines.”
 Darik’s assumed leadership was not only presumptuous, it was possibly misdirected. He had no understanding of how the wights fought their battles, or with what strength they would smash against the walls, but Ethan and Rouhani rushed off to obey his orders without question.
 The wizards took up new chants. This time they weren’t speaking in concert, but each exposed a different tattoo, said different words. Roghan moved first. One of his tattoos flared, and a bolt of lightning flashed with an ear-splitting clap of thunder. It smashed into the enemy. The front row of wights glowed brightly, and secondary crackles of lightning passed through the army. But they didn’t falter and kept surging forward. Roghan staggered back with a curse.
 Chantmer came next. The ground beyond the city heaved and threw wights into the sky. A rip opened in the earth, and dozens fell into it. The rumbling fury of the ground rolled in both directions until the tower was shaking beneath their feet, as if a great earthquake would knock down the city. Darik grabbed for the battlement to steady himself. The fissure outside the city spread north, and the shaking eased.
 It was the very magic Darik had suggested, not that he expected Chantmer would give him credit, and it had greater effect than Roghan’s spell. The army of wights split in two on either side of the rift, and more wights fled the battlefield. But as soon as the shaking stopped, the two sides reformed into a single, pulsing column.
 The female mage cast a trio of spinning white hammers that flew forward and crashed into the front of the army. The whirling hammers smashed a gap ten feet wide and forty feet long in the wights before they broke apart in a flash of white light. A number of wights had vanished in their wake, but still the enemy continued.
 The wights reached the wall. A hailstorm of arrows slammed into them, and watchmen poured boiling oil, hurled bundles of flaming rags, and fired all manner of other missiles and projectiles. The wizards called up spell after spell, burning off one tattoo after another as they battered the wights with shards of ice, shafts of white fire, and lances of black shadow. Wights broke apart under the repeated blows, and the wizards drove them back several times, but never for long. The entire weight of the undead army pressed against this one spot, with hundreds of them piling against the base of the tower, over, under, and on top of each other.
 The ground began to shake again, but this time it didn’t seem to come from any of the wizards. Darik looked down to see the wights hacking at the wall with translucent swords and scimitars, while others clawed with bare hands. The wall crumbled under this onslaught like it was made of desiccated mud bricks. That was how they would enter, he realized, they would literally tunnel through the stone.
 Prince Ethan had arrived on the opposite side of the wall from the enemy, where he formed several dozen Eriscobans into ranks. Darik shouted down to catch the man’s attention, then gestured urgently at the exact spot where the wall would be breached.
 He turned back around to find Chantmer clutching the wall, trembling with exhaustion, his face pale. His body seemed stripped of tattoos, with only a few small, unimpressive figures remaining on his exposed arms. The other wizards were still casting spells, but with diminishing results.
 “If you have some small spell, some pittance you can throw at the enemy,” Chantmer told Darik, “then I suggest you use it now.”
 Darik was already turning over his small stock of spells in his mind. The best he could think of, given the circumstance, was a ball of fire. Its power, Markal had said, came from how much heat could be drawn from the air. It would be of more limited effectiveness in cooler weather like this, and limited further by his own weak skills. But he couldn’t manage the same spell Chantmer had used to shift the earth, and the only time he’d tried to use the magical hammers, he’d knocked himself unconscious.
 He gathered his will, focused his mind on saving Balsalom, reminded himself what would happen if wights broke into the city. They would kill and destroy. Thousands would die, perhaps the entire city, barring the khalifa, a prisoner until she gave birth to the dark wizard’s child.

“Ignis globus percutiens inimico iram et perditionem.” 
 The sense of growing power wasn’t as strong this time as in the Grand Bazaar, but he could still feel it there, tantalizing, a massive pool of energy at his fingertips, ready to be called upon. Some of it dissipated even as he considered, wondering, how he could call up such a thing. But much power remained as a ball of fire formed in front of him. He pushed it with his rapidly withering right hand, and it was as heavy as a stone as it dropped over the edge of the wall.
 A ball of fire splashed over the wights. Where it hit, they turned into flaming white-hot torches, like oil-soaked rags tossed into a blacksmith’s fire. Other wights touched them and broke away screaming with a sound like the shriek of metal on metal. The main fireball was gone in an instant, but the devastation continued to spread.
 The undead army now flowed away in a dozen individual currents. Wights fled back toward the Tothian Way or into the tombs. For a single, triumphant moment, Darik thought he had broken the attack, that the entire army would go howling into the night. The Harvester’s hunting horn blew in the distance, and Darik wanted to shout a prayer to the dark god, telling him to hunt far and wide, until he had gathered every soul of King Toth’s unholy army.
 Chantmer looked at him, eyes widened slightly. There wasn’t precisely respect in his expression, but neither did it carry sneering disdain. “Do it again. Now, hurry.”
 Darik looked back down and was alarmed to see that hundreds, perhaps thousands of wights remained, hurling themselves against the wall, tearing apart the stone foundation. He wanted to cry out in despair. Would nothing stop them?
 “Quickly, now,” Chantmer urged. “Before it’s too late.”
 “I can’t.” Darik lifted his other hand, which was still withered from the tracking spell he’d cast at the bazaar. He eyed Chantmer’s hands; they were undamaged. “You do it!”
 “These are my final recourse,” Chantmer said. “To call for the spells that will change us back into birds and fly us away in safety should our efforts fail.”
 The other wizards stared at Chantmer and Darik. They were hunched, their tattoos stripped. The fight had sapped their strength, as they’d hurled one spell after another, and now they were drained, defeated, apparently stunned that they had not defeated the enemy. They didn’t take their eyes off Chantmer, asking silently what they should do.  
 Ethan shouted from below. “Brace yourselves, men!”
 Darik rushed to look. The first wight came squirming through the hole and into the city. More followed, tearing as they came, each new arrival widening the breach. They threw themselves at Ethan and his men.
 “By the Brothers,” Darik pleaded with Chantmer. “We almost broke them. You can finish it.”
 Men screamed below as the wights tore into them. More soldiers came running to join the fight—Eriscobans, watchmen, young recruits—and they fought ferociously, but they couldn’t hold back the wights.
 “Very well,” Chantmer said. He held out his left hand.
 “Hurry!” Darik cried. More wights were coming through.
 Chantmer had already started to speak, and lifted his eyes to glare at this interruption. Darik fell silent. The wizard finished his spell. It was the same one that Darik had cast.
 The fireball looked just as impressive as it came forth from Chantmer’s hand, but not, Darik noted, more impressive. It was a childish, selfish, and vain thing to note at a desperate moment, but Darik couldn’t flush the thought from his mind. The fire splashed once more over the wights. More chaos, more fires and wails. This time, when the enemy broke ranks, there weren’t enough left to continue the assault. They were soon fleeing from the city.
 “Curse you, boy,” Chantmer said. “You distracted me.”
 “It doesn’t matter,” Darik said. “You did it.”
 The wizard winced and stared at his blackened hand. “Yes, but it cost me double what it should have, thanks to you.”
 “If this is how you are in victory, I’d hate to see how you behave when you lose.”
 “If that ever happens, I’ll be sure to tell you,” Chantmer said.
 Darik could only stare. Chantmer had nearly been killed by the dark wizard during the battle at Arvada, and Markal and Darik had sent him fleeing just a few weeks ago, when they confronted him and one of the tattooed mages on the Tothian Way. He thought the other wizard had been Roghan, the mage with the braided hair and the amulet.
 Men cheered all along the walls. Behind, in the city, Ethan’s men were still fighting the wights that had broken through the wall, and didn’t seem to notice at first that the enemy was now trying to escape, not press forward. When that realization passed through the defenders, they lowered their weapons and gave a ragged cheer of their own. Men had fallen—at least fifteen or twenty—torn apart in a horrific mass of bloody limbs and torsos. But Ethan’s forces had never broken ranks, and they’d kept the wights bottled long enough for Chantmer to finish breaking apart the enemy.
 The wizard’s companions seemed to be recovering. “What now?” Roghan asked.
 “How do you mean?” Chantmer asked.
 He was staring across the plain. It was dark, apart from the stars and a handful of glowing blue wights still struggling away from the city, but there was a faraway look in Chantmer’s eyes, as if he could peer through the darkness and across the distance.
 “We won,” Roghan said. “They will flee toward the Desolation, with the Harvester on their heels, gathering souls. So what do we do? What do we tell the sultan?”
 What did Roghan mean? Was he referring to the army Balsalomian scouts had spotted marching north from the sultanates? Did the sultan of Marrabat intend to seize Balsalom?
 “We have not won,” Chantmer said at last. “The wights are not returning to the Desolation. See?”
 Darik peered into the darkness but couldn’t see what Chantmer meant. Neither, it seemed, could any of the others.
 “They must be falling back toward Ter,” Chantmer continued. “It’s the site of their last conquest, and there they will rebuild their strength.” Chantmer regarded Roghan and the other wizards, then turned to Darik. “We have gained time, perhaps a single day, perhaps longer. But this evil force will return. And we will not be strong enough to resist them.”
 
 



Chapter Nine
 Markal rose from his bedroll and slipped out of the tent, the shadows of a nightmare hanging over his mind like cobwebs in an abandoned tower. The smell of last evening’s battle still lingered, and he walked past smoldering carts, burned enemy tents, and dead Veyrians, the smell of their charred flesh heavy in the morning air. Here and there, he sensed the aftertaste of magic. A cool breeze blew from the north and eased the pain in his aching hand.
 Now that it was daylight, he wanted to gain the hill and look toward Veyre. He was curious to see if his vision of the Dark Citadel matched what he’d seen in his dreams. Sometimes, it appeared as a single tower of gray stone at the edge of the sea, while other times it seemed to be a black, shadowy shaft that repelled all light, so dark that it hurt the eyes.
 Yet Markal knew from Veyrian prisoners and defectors that the Dark Citadel was a ziggurat, like one of the desert tombs or the ancient, crumbling temples of the Desolation, only vastly larger and constructed of black brick. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was some deeper underlying structure that he would be unable to see with his naked eye. He knew the true form, but what was the sense of it?
 A heavy, worried feeling settled into his belly as he picked his way among the bodies of horses and Veyrian soldiers to reach the top of the hillock that had marked the enemy’s last stand yesterday. Whelan’s forces had overrun the hill and sent the enemy fleeing to the safety of Veyre’s city walls. That worried feeling spread until Markal felt as though he’d swallowed a tankard of bacon fat and it had congealed in his stomach. He slipped his good hand into his robe to rest on the smooth, familiar shape of Memnet’s orb. It was pregnant with magic. He’d fed it steadily until it held enough power to burn the hillside to ash and reduce the soldiers upon it, both living and dead, to charred skeletons.
 Markal reached the top. Three figures stood looking east: the king, Pasha Boroah, and Hoffan, the mountain lord. The wind shifted, bringing the briny scent of the sea, and it caught their cloaks and sent them flapping. They glanced at Markal as he came to stand by their side.
 Veyre stretched below and in the distance, still several miles off. It rose on the edge of a gray, restless sea that sent breakers crashing against the rocky spit of land that sheltered the bay and the sea wall. The city was massive, five miles long where it met the coast and two miles wide, protected on one side by city walls rivaling those of Balsalom or Arvada, and by the sea on the other.
 As large as the city was, the black ziggurat at its heart dominated. It was one layer on top of another, almost pyramid shaped as it climbed. The uppermost level was a tower that stood on one edge and gave the entire structure an unbalanced look. According to captives, a second wall surrounded the citadel compound itself and was built of the same black bricks, but Markal couldn’t see it from this vantage.
 A dark feeling washed over Markal, as if someone or something had turned its malevolent gaze in their direction. No, he realized, it was the Dark Citadel itself. It gave off an energy, a black magic concentrated and radiating outward like the tendrils of some tumorous growth.
 “Well, friends,” Whelan said. “What do you think? Can we take it?”
 “There’s no army to stop us from laying siege,” Hoffan said.
 Markal eyed the burned fields and destroyed villages that dotted the plains between their encampment west of the city and the walls themselves. The destruction hadn’t been Whelan’s doing, but the dark wizard scorching the landscape ahead of the invading army.
 “And once we’ve surrounded the city, what then?” Markal said.
 Whelan shrugged. “Attack with siege weapons, attempt to scale the walls. Turn your magic against the city, see if you can break the dark wizard’s hold on the Veyrians’ minds.”
 “I don’t know where to begin such a thing.”
 “We can mine the walls,” Hoffan said. “We have the men and the tools.”
 Whelan nodded and glanced at Markal. “And magic to soften the ground.”
 Pasha Boroah cleared his throat. “Has anyone seen the dragon?”
 “Not since yesterday,” Markal said. “It might be in the city, waiting for us. Or it might be hunting the griffin riders west of here.”
 “There’s smoke rising from the citadel,” Boroah said. “Perhaps they’re feeding it for battle.”
 Pasha Boroah was a Selphan with a blue turban and bushy sideburns that connected to his mustache. He stroked his whiskers when he was thinking, which he seemed to do a good deal of. Whelan had privately told Markal that Boroah was overly cautious in battle, but what the pasha lacked in initiative, he made up for with his steady nerve. His men were disciplined marchers and held their ranks in the thick of battle. The long miles marching eastward had trimmed Boroah’s once-ample waist and thinned his face until the wrinkles cut his skin like dry washes on a drought-blasted desert plain.
 “I don’t suppose there’s been any sign of those buzzard riders,” Hoffan said. He toyed with a dagger, spinning it around in his meaty palm and sliding it in and out of its sheath. “Let them face that monster if they dare. I sure as hell don’t want to.”
 “The griffin riders don’t lack courage,” Boroah said, “it’s numbers they lack. How many do we expect?”
 “Fewer than before,” Markal said. “Maybe a hundred, if we’re fortunate. And after they fight the dragon, there will be fewer still.”
 “So long as they kill the thing,” Boroah said.
 Markal’s eyes caught movement at the Dark Citadel, and he squinted. There had been figures moving around the top of the uppermost tower, and now something was falling from it, as if men were pitching bundles over the edge.
 “What is that?” Markal pointed. “There, at the top of the Dark Citadel. What are they throwing down?”
 Whelan frowned. “My eyes aren’t that strong.”
 “Markal seems to have forgotten that he’s a wizard,” Hoffan said. “Next thing, he’ll ask us to flap our arms, take a flight over the city, and have a look.”
 “Sure,” Markal said, “and while you’re flying around, maybe you can have a go at the dragon yourself.”
 Hoffan chuckled. “You’re missing that bird fellow, what’s his name? Narud?”
 It was true, Markal could use Narud’s assistance, but there had been no sign of the other wizard since Marrabat. Narud was supposedly keeping an eye on Chantmer, but Markal wished he were here. He might be able to infiltrate Veyre and do some spying.
 Whatever they were throwing from the Dark Citadel, they kept at it for several minutes, with a new bundle falling every few seconds until they stopped.
 While Markal puzzled over this, Whelan made plans with Boroah and Hoffan for their final approach to the city walls. Suddenly, what looked like a dark cloud began to roll away from the ziggurat. It crossed the city walls and flowed above the burned fields beyond. What was that? It was too dark and low for a cloud.
 “What the devil is that?” Whelan asked.
 It was accelerating toward them, and Markal readied a spell to shield them. Too late. The cloud washed over the hill and hit the wizard and the three men standing with him. For an instant, there was a sensation like fingers in Markal’s mind, prying at him, like his soul would be tugged from his body. Then the cloud was gone, continuing down the hill toward Whelan’s armies encamped along the hillside and west on the Tothian Way.
 Tents flapped where it passed, and those few men already up and moving doubled over, crying out and throwing their hands to their faces. Horses reared and whinnied. The shadow didn’t stop, but kept picking up speed until it was racing west. Soon, it disappeared altogether. The camp calmed.
 Whelan, Hoffan, and Boroah were shaking their heads, confused, as if they’d suffered a knock to the head. The king seemed to recover first.
 “I don’t know what that was,” Whelan said, “but I don’t think it was intended for us.”
 Markal stared after it. “No. It was carrying something west. To some ally of the Dark Wizard. Who or what, I can’t imagine.”
 As soon as the words came out, he thought of Balsalom, of the khalifa, and he could tell from the troubled look on his friend’s face that Whelan was thinking the same thing.
 “Let’s go,” Whelan said curtly. “Let’s end this war.”
 #
 The Veyrian army had battled them for months, but they offered no opposition in the final march to the gates of the city. A few weeks ago, a joint attack by Pasha Ismail and a brutal company of ravagers had nearly broken King Whelan’s lines. Whelan himself had nearly fallen to the ravager captain, his own brother Roderick, the slain Knight Temperate brought back to life. That had been the last major battle, but the Veyrians had continued skirmishing. They sent raids to destroy supply caravans, and cavalry feints and thrusts to probe for weak places in Whelan’s lines.
 But now, silence. No army marched from the gates of Veyre, no giants and mammoths came stomping into battle. No ravagers appeared to kill and maim. If not for the archers waiting silently atop the city walls, Markal would have thought the city abandoned.
 Markal rode next to Whelan, ready to cast spells to protect the king should some unexpected threat appear. Otherwise, he felt strangely tranquil.
 “After all this time,” Whelan said, “we’ve come to a complete reversal. We’re the ones in front of the gates, not cowering behind them.” His saddle creaked as he turned to Markal. “Do you think it’s a trap, or are they settling in for a siege?”
 “I don’t know,” Markal admitted. “I am sure the dark wizard has tricks. There is the dragon, for one, and we felt Toth cast a spell from the Dark Citadel. Surely, he has more magic to throw at us. He is more than a match for my feeble skills.”
 Whelan’s eyes fell to the rounded shape beneath Markal’s robe. “What about Memnet’s orb?”
 “I’ve gathered as much magic as I can. But I need help. I need Narud. And Timothe and Philina from the Order. Even Darik could assist me.”
 “Wherever the boy is, I’m sure he is doing his duty.”
 “He’s a man now, not a boy,” Markal said. “But yes. He is.”
 “He has come a long way, our young friend.” Whelan smiled. His face had been grim for so long, and it was a pleasant sight. “Do you remember the battle at Montcrag? He almost cut off his own leg. And the dumbfounded look when he climbed onto the griffin and held onto Daria for dear life?”
 “A long way in a very short time.”
 “The pieces were always there. We both saw his potential.”
 It was Markal’s turn to smile. “More potential with magic than the sword, of course.”
 Whelan’s eyebrow went up. “Oh, of course. Shame he doesn’t seem to care for the idea of celibacy as your order demands.”
 “That’s ridiculous. We don’t demand celibacy.”
 “Near enough. Have you ever married, ever had children?”
 “Of course I have!”
 “Recently?”
 “It has been a few years,” Markal admitted.
 “And by years, you mean generations.”
 “In any event,” Markal said, “if we give him a choice, Darik won’t be following either of us. He was in love the moment he put his arms around Daria’s waist. She carried him to the clouds, and he never came back down.”
 “Yes, well. I suppose that was inevitable.” Whelan turned back in the saddle to stare at the Great Gate of Veyre. They came to a stop near the front of the army, which was drawing into ranks. “I am afraid that one way or another, Darik will be seriously wounded on that score.”
 Markal didn’t know whether the king meant that Daria wouldn’t survive her battle against the dragon, or that once she did, she would return to the solitude of her mountain home, her thoughts bending away from the flatlander who had temporarily captured her heart. Markal shared the first fear, but was not so sure about the second. He had glimpsed the desires of Daria’s heart when she arrived in Marrabat. They were real and deep.
 Markal scanned the battlefield. Pasha Boroah led his troops along the north side of the city, just beyond range of the archers, and they had nearly reached the ocean. Another force, this one led by two captains from the Free Kingdoms, moved south to hook around and block the south side. Whelan wouldn’t be able to maintain a complete blockade; the city could still be supplied by sea. But the seas were rough this time of year, as the Sea Brothers began their twice-annual battle. Few ships would brave the gales and the sudden squalls. By the time the storms diminished, Whelan’s armies would have seized the cities and farmland to the south to choke supplies that might come over the water.
 But Whelan and Markal didn’t mean a long siege, they meant to break into Veyre and finish the war. A lengthy siege would be challenging to maintain. It was difficult to supply their own armies across the entire breadth of the khalifates. Balsalom was nearly exhausted, struggling to feed her own people, and over the last week, there had been few fresh supplies from the city or her allies. A handful of wagon trains were still coming through from the Free Kingdoms, but that was an even longer supply route, needing to travel through mountain passes and across the Desolation of Toth before reaching the khalifates.
 It took about an hour to finish enveloping Veyre on the landward side. An armored company of Eriscoban knights gathered on Whelan’s left flank, and Hoffan’s rebuilt cavalry took the right. Several hundred pikemen under a pasha from Starnar set up in front of the king’s retinue to block the highway and provide a shield for the ballistae creaking up along the road behind teams of mules and sweating, cursing men. It would take a couple of hours until the first engines would be in place.
 Next to arrive were three objects that looked like giant wooden beetles. They came creeping up the road, their feet made up of marching boots. A wall of men behind tower shields advanced in front of each of the beetles. They continued past Whelan toward the city, where they were greeted by a flurry of arrows from the defenders on the walls. Most fell short, but one flaming arrow struck the top of one of the beetles, where the wet blankets up top snuffed its fire.
 When they were still at some distance from the walls, the three beetles and their protective shield walls fanned into three groups spaced roughly a hundred yards apart. Hoffan now brought his cavalry forward until they were roughly fifty yards behind the beetles, ready to charge in should the city gates open and the enemy march out.
 “Will they really let us set up without opposition?” Whelan said with some wonder in his voice. “Why?”
 The beetles now unfolded at the rear to open and reveal their true purpose, which could not have been a secret from the enemy. Men probed the ground with shovels and picks. One of the beetles shortly picked up again to look for softer ground, but the men in all three soon settled in to dig their mines. The dirt that came out was stacked in berms, and within an hour these dirt walls offered better protection for the diggers than the men of the shield wall, who now retreated to safety.
 The protective berms in place, more men pressed forward to join the mining operations. They led mule teams dragging support beams for the tunnels and hauling wagonloads of sharpened stakes for a palisade to ring the operation.
 During all of this preliminary effort, the arrows from the city walls had only killed a handful of men, all these from the shield walls. A few others suffered minor wounds. Otherwise, the work had begun with little disruption.
 “I don’t know,” Markal said at last, in a long-delayed answer to the king’s earlier question. “The enemy is suspiciously calm. Is there something we don’t know?”
 “Why not send the dragon?” Whelan asked. “We’d be hard pressed to drive it off before it burned our mines.”
 “Is the dragon in the city? I couldn’t guarantee it, couldn’t even guarantee that the dark wizard is its master. Such a beast would not be easily tamed. Maybe it has broken free.”
 “That sounds like wishful thinking.”
 “It is,” Markal admitted, but he’d been nurturing this hope since they’d spotted the dragon’s monstrous shape silhouetted against the moon a few days earlier. “Maybe it fought the griffins again,” he added, “took a grievous wound, and can no longer be controlled. It could be as likely to attack the enemy as to attack us. The dark wizard then drove it off so it wouldn’t cause trouble.”
 But even as the words came out of his mouth, movement over the city caught his eye, and there it was—the dragon—its enormous wings churning the air with great beats. Markal’s musings suddenly seemed like they’d been cast forth as a challenge, and now the dragon was coming to show Markal his folly.
 The dragon circled the city as it climbed, looping around and around until it was hundreds of feet above the highest reaches of the Dark Citadel. Then it banked, left the city and came directly at Whelan’s army. Trumpets sounded, captains cried orders. Archers readied their bows.
 It picked up speed and raced above them, far overhead. A few arrows launched skyward, but they fell short. The dragon continued, paying the army no attention. Markal craned to watch it as it passed. It was longer than fifteen dragon wasps lying end to end. Its mouth was big enough to swallow a horse. Each black scale of its armor was bigger than a tower shield, and the sum of them was more formidable than any shield wall.
 Whelan joined him in watching it fly away, then turned back in the saddle and raised an eyebrow. “What was that you were saying just now?”
 “Whatever it was might be better forgotten,” Markal admitted. “Suffice it to say that I was pontificating about how little I know about dragons.”
 And yet he knew slightly more about this dragon than he had. As big as it was, as much as man and beast had cringed in terror as it flew over, the dragon’s belly was lean, not distended. There was no smoke leaking from its mouth.
 And that meant no dragon kin were in Veyre to fill its belly with smoldering charcoal, which in turn told Markal that it could not use its primary weapon, its fiery breath.
 
 



Chapter Ten
 Chantmer the Tall came striding into the throne room, followed by four mages in robes with raised cowls. He gave an arrogant look around, dismissing with a glance the guards and viziers, before his gaze dropped to Darik, who sat next to Kallia where she stretched in a nest of silk pillows.
 Kallia noticed a curious break in Chantmer’s haughty expression as he held the young man’s gaze. A certain wariness, unlike what he’d shown the others. And an active dislike that was mirrored in Darik’s own expression. At last, Chantmer turned his regard to the khalifa. She returned his gaze coolly.
 “So there she is,” Chantmer said. “The so-called Jewel of the West.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “An empty vessel to carry the dark wizard’s spawn, more likely. To be torn apart and discarded when King Toth decides the moment is ripe for his rebirth.”
 Angry cries passed through the other men and women in the room. Captain Rouhani started forward, hand on his scimitar. Chantmer turned toward him, eyes flashing, and drew one hand from his sleeve in warning. Kallia waved off her young captain before he tried to avenge her honor and got himself killed in the process. Rouhani slunk back to his post near the door, where he and two of his companions shared a muttered conversation, with angry glares directed at the wizard.
 Chantmer approached her. His mages stayed near the door, forming a half circle. “Such hatred,” Chantmer said. “Roghan says it is jealousy, but I would call it pride.”
 “Yes, there is a good deal of pride in this matter,” Kallia said. “We can all agree on that. The room is full of pride, isn’t it?”
 Beside her, Darik gave a sardonic smile, but Chantmer seemed to miss the irony. He bent like a giant insect and squatted cross-legged in front of her.
 “Are you so proud that you would deny my assistance in order to save your beloved city?”
 “No, I am not so proud,” she said. “But you have a well-deserved reputation for treachery.”
 “Oh, yes. I know all about that. Markal has been whispering in your ear, and your husband is not disinterested, either.”
 “You killed your own allies,” she said incredulously. “Let them die so you could steal their pain and suffering for your own use.”
 “Yet King Daniel—or the sultan, as he is now known—has forgiven me entirely. He is marching north on the Spice Road with an army of twenty-five thousand Marrabatti, together with several thousand Kratian camel riders. Daniel is coming because I asked him to.”
 Kallia sat up straight. She hardly dared give voice to the hope that came rushing through her. “Whelan’s brother is the sultan of Marrabat? How did that happen? What about Sultan Mufashe? What about my sister? Marialla was supposed to marry the sultan, and—”
 “The old sultan is dead. I placed your husband’s brother on the throne and convinced him to marry your sister. In truth, it didn’t take much convincing. They spent the first night rutting with all the enthusiasm of dogs in the street.”
 Kallia laughed, not at his crude humor, but at the marvelous, wonderful news that the widowed former king had married her sister. Marialla had been cynical, ready to marry for political alliance, yet surely she preferred Daniel to the vain, pampered Mufashe and his harem.
 And Daniel was leading an army to Balsalom? It was too wonderful, assuming it was true.
 “I wish I could trust you,” she said.
 “I did this,” Chantmer said. “Nobody else could have crushed the insolent sultan and bent his entire kingdom to my purpose—to put a barbarian on the throne of the most powerful of the sultanates, with a Balsalomian princess as his queen. No other person but me could have done it. Yet you still insist that I will betray you.”
 “That’s what it means to be called a betrayer,” Darik said, speaking for the first time since Chantmer had entered. “A betrayer is not an enemy, he is a man who pretends to be a friend and ally. The more powerful he is, the more bitter the treachery when he turns against you.”
 “Quiet, boy, when your betters are speaking.”
 “Don’t tell me to be quiet,” Darik said angrily.
 He exposed his left hand as he said this. It was pink and raw looking, but seemed to be less injured than when he’d come in earlier, with both hands withered. Chantmer tensed. Darik had told Kallia that the wizards had arrived covered in tattoos that had apparently been storing reserves of magic. But the battle to drive the wights from the city walls had left them depleted.

Chantmer is afraid of Darik. 
 Chantmer the Tall, who had faced his entire order of wizards, who had battled the dark wizard, who had apparently killed the sultan of Marrabat, who had lived for several lifetimes studying arcane knowledge and building his strength, was uncertain of his chances against this young man.
 The wizard sounded more circumspect when he spoke again. “Very well. You may speak as my presumptive equal, and we will ascertain whether you have earned that privilege. I won’t call you boy, and you won’t call me betrayer. Does that arrangement suit you?”
 Darik grunted. For a moment, Kallia thought the young man’s anger would keep him from being reasonable, but he finally nodded. “Very well, Chantmer the Tall. Let’s assume that I’ve matured and assume that you’ve come to regret your despicable behavior at the battle for Arvada.”
 “What is your role in this struggle, Darik?” Chantmer asked. “What did Markal tell you to do?”
 “My duty is to protect my queen and the city of my birth. To bring down the dark wizard and cast his citadel in ruins. What is your role?” 
 “To return Mithyl to its natural state. To see King Toth dead, his soul gathered by the Harvester, and his evil put down forever. My tactics, which you so harshly deplore, have always been turned to this purpose.”
 “And not to your personal glory?” Darik said.
 “There is a natural order to the world,” Chantmer said. “On top are the brother gods. Below them, the wizards and kings, sultans, khalifs. Wielders of secular and spiritual power. Then the viziers, their ministers. Below them, captains, knights, merchants. Finally, the common folk, and lowest of all, the slaves. A wise queen,” and here he nodded at Kallia, which she took as a concession, “rules justly. Her hand is firm, her responsibilities always in her mind. She enjoys wealth and power, but she is never greedy, and if her people are hungry, she will do without her luxuries. And she does not elevate herself above her station, any more than the slave seeks to be king.
 “This was King Toth’s great error,” Chantmer added. “Not content to be the greatest of wizards, he sought to place himself above the gods themselves.”
 Kallia studied him, believing him in part, but not fully. Wizards and kings? Perhaps. But Chantmer, she thought, didn’t consider himself equal to a khalifa, nor to his fellow wielders of magic. He was above them. Perhaps not equal to a god, but next to a god in power and authority.
 “You wish to be considered a wizard,” Chanter continued. He was still speaking to Darik. “Very well, take your place among us. I will concede that you have some magical ability—I saw it during the battle with the wights—but you are undisciplined, your knowledge weak. Submit to my leadership, let me train you over the course of years, decades. You will rise to your natural level.”
 “I already have a teacher,” Darik said. “Markal has been training me in the incantations and teaching me how to draw out the magic.”
 “And Whelan has been training you to use the sword. The girl from the mountains wants you to ride griffins. I suppose if you want to piss away your talents . . .”
 “We’re wasting time,” Kallia said. “It is midmorning, and Darik tells me that you believe the wights will return at nightfall.”
 “I do not know for sure, but if not tonight, then tomorrow. We must be prepared.”
 “Why do I suspect you’re going to make some unthinkable request?” she said. “Suggest I give you control of the city and its defenses, or some such?”
 “That would, of course, be a wise decision. This is a foe raised by wizardry, and only wizardry can defeat it. Naturally, I understand that better than you. However, I am willing to concede the physical armies of this city to your captains and to Prince Ethan. The magical defenses, of course, I must insist on leading.”
 Kallia glanced at Darik, who was scowling, then back to Chantmer. “We don’t have many magical defenses, other than the ones you’ve brought.”
 “Obviously.”
 “Then what do you want? The power to come and go from the city, to move unmolested atop the city walls?” She was uncertain about granting even this small concession, well aware that Chantmer could turn against them the moment it suited his purpose.
 “Nobody could stop me, were that all I needed. But you have conjurers in your city, yes?”
 “Nobody with your strength. There is the disbanded torturers guild, but Markal and Darik tell me their magic is weak, their resources insufficient. There are maybe twenty-five or thirty of them.”
 “Every army needs foot soldiers,” Chantmer said. “Men who can carry a spear and die for the glory of the larger struggle. I will take what you can give me.” He nodded at Darik. “This boy, too.”
 “I’d rather not,” Darik said to Kallia. “I don’t trust Chantmer.”
 “All the more reason to stay with him,” Kallia said. “Follow him when he comes and goes, make sure he isn’t up to mischief while he’s supposedly organizing a defense. It will call for some sacrifice, that is true, but in this case—”
 “No, please. Khalifa, listen to me. By the Brothers, this is more than a sacrifice, this is—”
 “Darik,” she said firmly, to cut him off before he could give all of his well-justified reasons why he couldn’t possibly follow Chantmer around the city.
 “Yes, my queen?”
 “Look at me.” She rested one hand on her swollen abdomen. “This is a time of great sacrifice. Your pride—yes, pride—can be sacrificed for the good of Balsalom.” 
 “Yes, Khalifa. May you live forever.” Darik bowed his head.
 She laughed, and touched his shoulder. “Enough of that nonsense. Now, Chantmer,” she said to the wizard, “you have Darik, you have whatever conjurers you can find. What defenses can you prepare by nightfall?”
 “Not enough, I’m afraid.”
 Rima approached with a tray holding a clay pot of tea and three cups. Kallia took one cup and offered tea to the others. She figured it would be a conciliatory gesture toward the proud wizard, but he waved off the servant girl. Darik took a cup, but set it aside, as if he wanted to keep his hands free. Rima stood silently with the kettle, ready to refill the khalifa’s cup.
 Kallia sipped her tea. It warmed her belly and settled her stomach.
 “Explain yourself, Chantmer,” she said.
 “It was all we could manage to drive off the wights last night.” Chantmer peeled back the sleeves on his arms. One of his hands was withered and shedding skin. His arms were smooth and white. “Do you see? Do you understand?”
 “I think so,” Kallia began cautiously. “You’ve drained your magic and don’t have enough time to replenish it before the enemy attacks again. What about the conjurers?”
 “Your former torturers? Apparently, I was not clear enough. Let me be more explicit. Their power is pathetic, and they are weak in the mind. I would use them to empower the weapons of your men, but to break the wights as they attack the city walls? I’d as soon use the giggling women of Sultan Mufashe’s harem to stop a rampaging giant.”
 “Darik, then. He can help.”
 “He’s drained, too.” Chantmer glanced at Darik. “Isn’t that right?”
 A frown passed over the young man’s face. “I won’t be at full strength by nightfall, no.”
 “I need more power.” There was something calculating in the wizard’s tone. “And it will require hard measures to gain it.”
 “What kind of hard measures?” Kallia asked warily.
 “You don’t like hard measures, I understand. Neither do I, Khalifa. Nor does any right-thinking person. But they are not merely hard, they are necessary.”
 “Wizard,” she said, losing patience. “Tell me what you’re asking, and I will render my verdict.”
 “There is a price to be paid for any magic.” Chantmer showed his injured hand again. “This was the cost I bore to hurl a fireball and break the formation of wights. Pain, agony even. No milk of poppy to ease it, no fortified wine. Only pain. One can suffer immediately, or one can do so over weeks or months, fixing the strength of each spell into a tattoo. One can gather more strength that way, but one is confined to a selection of spells chosen in advance.”
 Chantmer lifted the hem of his robe to show a tattoo on his calf. “This rune, for example, gained me nothing in battle. I thought it might. Instead, it was wasted effort, and I didn’t bother to cast it.”
 Darik leaned forward and peered at it. “Lightning?”
 “Something akin to that, yes. But similar spells proved ineffectual, so there was no point to it.”
 “What are you suggesting?” Kallia asked.
 “There is scarcely enough time to heal our wounded hands, and insufficient pain to draw from our bodies to fix new tattoos. So we must gather strength from others.”
 “Oh, I see,” Darik said, his voice hard. “That’s why you need the torturers. You’ll torture people and use their pain for the tattoos.”
 “Yes.”
 Darik shook his head. “I won’t be party to it.”
 “Then you’ll weaken yourself unnecessarily.”
 Kallia found this train of conversation horrifying. “I refuse to let innocents be tortured in my name.”
 “Who said anything about innocents?” Chantmer said. “Have you no Veyrians in your dungeons? No traitors and spies? Are there no common criminals chained beneath the palace, men who murdered their fellows, who violated women and children? Or is Balsalom somehow more pure than any other place?”
 “I won’t torture prisoners, either.”
 “They are worthless rubbish, fit only for the Harvester’s bag. You would sacrifice Balsalom for the sake of these people? You would see your precious city turned to rubble, its people slaughtered, for a few thieves and murderers?”
 “There are reasons I abolished the torturers guild. Reasons that should be obvious.”
 “And yet,” Chantmer said, “I would imagine there are men and women in your dungeons who have been moldering for years. Who haven’t seen the light of day since your father held the scepter of Balsalom, whose limbs are chained to the walls and rarely loosed. Whose minds are lost to madness from the dark and the endless solitude. Are they not already in pain? I propose to accelerate that suffering, that is all.”
 Kallia wanted to rebut him, but her tongue seemed to have turned to stone. Because she didn’t have a good answer. Her father hadn’t believed in imprisoning men for long spells. If the crime were sufficient to chain a man for five, ten years, then it was sufficient to see him beheaded. Kallia felt much the same way. But there had been exceptions. One man came to mind. A plasterer, he had been caught with the bodies of several children dissolving in quicklime in his cellar. Her father had been so outraged by the horrific nature of the crime that he’d ordered a new dungeon dug in the bowels of the palace, down below any existing cellar or chamber. The prisoner’s food would be delivered in silence. He would never see another soul, would never again hear a voice.
 Was the man still alive down there? She hadn’t thought of him in years. And if he was, wasn’t Chantmer right? Wouldn’t his pain be better harnessed by giving it to Balsalom’s defense?
 Kallia gestured for Rima to refill her cup with tea, then sipped it slowly to give herself a chance to think. She glanced toward Hajir, who was speaking with the other viziers near the door. No need to ask her ministers. They would tell her to sacrifice the prisoners. Break their bones, if necessary, tear the flesh from their bodies to fuel the wizards’ power. Anything to keep the undead army at bay.

Saldibar, she thought, not for the first time. Why did you leave me? 
 If only her grand vizier hadn’t been murdered by the enemy. She would have trusted his counsel. Barring him, Whelan or Markal. But they were hundreds of miles away.
 “Darik,” she said, her voice heavy. “Tell me what you think.”
 “I—I don’t dare to speak, my queen. It isn’t . . . I can’t render a judgment.”
 “I beg you. Counsel me, tell me what I should do.”
 “I can’t possibly make this decision.”
 “I’m not asking you to,” she insisted. “I’m asking for your opinion. Give it to me. You must.”
 “Very well,” Darik said. “I’ll tell you what I think. The use of torture to gather power terrifies me.”
 Chantmer scoffed. “And an army of wights does not?”
 Darik turned toward him. “It’s the tactic of the enemy. No doubt, King Toth is relying on similar measures to control his army, by torturing and murdering innocents.”
 “These are not innocents.”
 “They’re not,” Darik conceded. “But tonight, we use murderers, violators of women. Tomorrow, common thieves. The day after that, the poor, the lame. Where does it stop?”
 “That’s a ridiculous argument,” Chantmer said.
 “Is it? Or is it rather like what you did with the gurgolet that killed our own people? You justified it then, too.”
 Chantmer clenched his jaw. “None of this would be necessary if Markal hadn’t stolen Memnet’s orb from me. I’d have gathered so much power that I could have scattered these wights like chaff in the wind.”
 Darik turned back to Kallia. “You asked for my counsel, and I’ve given it to you. Don’t listen to Chantmer. Find some other way.”
 “There is no other way,” Chantmer said. “We won’t have the strength to cast back the enemy, not tonight, and perhaps not for many days to come if we don’t. By then, it will be too late. We must stop them tonight. Our only hope is to draw pain from the prisoners, bind the resulting power to our bodies with ink and needle, and then call the power forth when the enemy attacks.”
 Already, Kallia could imagine the cries of the tortured, their pleas for mercy. It would be like the night Balsalom fell to the dark wizard’s army, when the screams of her people echoed through the palace. She rested a hand on her swollen belly.
 “A few days, that’s all we need,” Chantmer prodded. “Then Daniel’s army will arrive from the south. He’ll have thirty thousand men-at-arms. It will be enough to throw back the enemy, but we must hold the city until then. Ask your viziers. They will tell you.”
 “There is no need,” Kallia said slowly. “I won’t use violence on the helpless, no matter their crimes.” Kallia fixed Chantmer’s gaze. “I am sorry, wizard, we must find another way.”
 “Then you’ve surrendered,” Chantmer said. He straightened his robes and rose until he was towering over her. “In that case, there’s nothing more for us in Balsalom. We will depart at once.”
 “Please, don’t go.”
 “Let him,” Darik said bitterly. “Chantmer was never here to help us in the first place, except to advance his own personal glory.”
 Kallia put one hand on her belly. For a moment, it felt as though something had stirred. Then it was still again. “Chantmer,” she began once more. “Please, listen to me. I need your help. I just can’t . . . there must be another way.”
 His tone was cold and towering. “There is not.”
 “Khalifa,” came a thin voice behind her. It was Rima.
 “I’m all right,” Kallia said, thinking the girl had spotted the khalifa putting a hand on her belly and misinterpreted it as another attack.
 “May I say something, my queen?” Rima asked. Her voice trembled.
 “Yes, of course.”
 Chantmer let out a jeering laugh. “You ignore your viziers, but you’ll listen to children. First Darik, now this girl. It’s no wonder that your city is doomed.”
 Rima’s hands were shaking so badly now that it looked like she would drop the clay teapot on the flagstones. Kallia levered herself to her feet, with Darik springing up to help. She took the pot from the servant girl’s hands.
 “You can speak,” Kallia urged. “If you have something to say, it must be important.”
 “I could . . .”
 “Yes?”
 “I could take their place. The prisoners.”
 Kallia frowned. “What?”
 “And others would, too. It wouldn’t be violence against the helpless,” Rima said, her voice stronger now. “We would offer ourselves, we would do it willingly.”
 “No, I couldn’t—”
 “For you, Khalifa, for Balsalom. What is a little pain to saving your life and all the lives in the city?”
 “It would be more than a little bit of pain,” Darik said. He eyed the girl with eyes narrowed in concern. “You understand that, right? There would be no poppy to dull the agony. We couldn’t, we need that pain. You would scream, you would beg to die.”
 “Yes, my lord. I understand.” Rima’s eyes flickered to the khalifa. She licked her lips. “Others have suffered. I will endure.”
 “Interesting,” Chantmer said. He stood stroking his beard, his brow furrowed. “Very interesting, indeed. It might possibly work if there were enough others like you.”
 “How many is enough?” Kallia asked, her heart sinking that she would even consider such a horrible thing. Better the criminals than her loyal servants, than Rima.
 Yet wasn’t this somehow different, somehow a step back from the evil chasm that Chantmer had proposed? Because Darik was right. Tonight it might be criminals, but soon enough, they would be dragging people off the street. Instead, this would be a choice. No man or woman would suffer the torturers, except by actively stepping forward when called.
 “That depends,” Chantmer said. “One body, broken cruelly, would give us great power. Torture them to death, and we might do with as few as six, one sufferer for each of us, including one for Darik.”
 “Me?” Darik sounded horrified at the prospect.
 Chantmer fixed him with a lizard-like gaze. “Yes, you. Six people to suffer, six wizards to use their pain. Unless you are too righteous and holy, unless you will stand by while others suffer, yet refuse to use the strength you have been given.”
 Darik swallowed hard. “You are right. Of course you are.”
 “But those six sufferers would die,” Chantmer said.
 Rima’s knees gave out. Darik caught her before she slammed into the flagstones, and helped her up again. She stood trembling, her eyes wide with terror. Yet she didn’t retract her offer.
 “That would be worse,” Kallia told the wizard. “Rima, no. I won’t accept this.”
 “I would do it for you, my queen.”
 “No, I swear by the Brothers, I won’t,” Kallia said. “Do you understand me?”
 The girl feebly nodded her head.
 “That is one possibility,” Chantmer said. “The other would require more people, more suffering in total, but not so great a burden on any one . . . victim. Yes, let us call them victims. It is a terrible thing we would be asking.”
 “That is a rare bit of decency from you,” Darik said. “I didn’t think you were capable of sentiment.”
 “Why not? You think me a monster? I don’t wish pain on any being. But a farmer may cringe at the squeals of his pig, while still cutting its throat so he can feed his family.”
 Darik blinked twice. “Or perhaps not so sentimental.”
 Kallia winced to hear her people compared to pigs. “Tell me your plan, Chantmer, before we find ourselves at odds again.”
 The wizard reared himself to his full height. “The first step is to find fifty people who are willing to be tortured.”
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 The first tattoo was the easiest. Darik sat on a bed of nails, stripped to his waist, while Roghan pricked his skin with a hot needle dipped in dye. The pain was exquisite, and it was all he could do not to groan each time the needle jabbed the flesh on his chest. Whenever he began to shift, to better position himself on the nails, Chantmer snarled at Darik to sit up straight.
 But it was his pain, his discomfort. And when he was done and looked down at the curling shape of a fire salamander, while Roghan instructed him in how to call up the power from the tattoo, he felt no regret. The tattoo would bring out a fireball like the one he’d used effectively last night. And the power would come from his own body, all of it.
 Darik eased himself from the bed of nails, groaning with relief. Roghan moved off to work on one of the other mages, while Chantmer grilled Darik about the other spells he knew.
 “Do you know funes dolor?”
 “That sounds familiar,” Darik said. He tried to dredge the details from his memory. “Something about the wind?”
 “Not even close. How about volans malleis?” 
 “That’s the one with the flying hammers, right? I know it.” He thought about how he’d battered himself unconscious the time he’d tried to use it. “Not very well, though. You could teach me.”
 “Not now, I couldn’t. How about spells to cause the earth to tremble?”
 “Not really.”
 Chantmer gave an exaggerated sigh. “A thunderclap, some other atmospheric disturbance?”
 Darik shook his head.
 “What do you know?”
 “I can turn myself into a goat. Well, sort of. The hooves, anyway.” Darik meant it as self-deprecation, but from Chantmer’s glare, he could tell that the wizard thought he was serious. “How about that sleep spell I cast on you when we met at the Tothian Way? I managed that.”
 “Not with any skill, you didn’t. But I suppose that might help. If you spread it when you cast, it will confuse a few of them. Think, rack your feeble mind and see if you can come up with something, anything useful.” Chantmer snapped his fingers.
 One of the torturers looked their way. He’d been with Roghan, leading volunteers into the open courtyard that Chantmer and Roghan had taken for their work, and now nodded to two other men, who were leading Kallia’s young servant girl. What was her name? Rima. She’d volunteered in the throne room and set off this whole miserable turn of events. The girl was pale, her lips pressed together, her eyes wide. To Darik’s horror, the torturers brought her over to him.
 He eyed the girl nervously, then looked at Chantmer, who was sticking the needles into the brazier of coals and swirling the pots of dye to keep them mixed.
 “She’s for me?” Darik asked Chantmer.
 “Yes, you.”
 “Should I sit back down on the nails?”
 “No,” Chantmer said slowly, as if speaking to a child, only more exaggerated and sarcastic. “We’re not causing you pain, remember? We’ve taken as much of that as we can use for now.” Then, to one of the torturers, “Bring chairs for both of them.”
 Darik sat, and the girl was forced into her chair. She made a small, frightened sound in the back of her throat.
 “Your name is Rima, isn’t it? I’m Darik.”
 “I know, my lord.”
 “Just Darik. I’m no lord. In fact, I’m from Balsalom. I grew up here.”
 “I can hear that in your accent, my lord.”
 “It’s a brave thing you’re doing.”
 “I don’t feel brave. I feel like I’m going to die, I’m so scared.”
 “That’s why it’s brave.”
 The torturers had carried over a bench and were now setting out a series of horrible tools. He’d faced the torturers guild once before, during his attempted escape from slavery, but Markal had rescued him. Now, he was sitting in a chair as if to be submitting once more to cruelty at the hands of these men, but worse, an innocent girl would be suffering in his place. She stared at the torturers busying themselves with their tools, her eyes bulging.
 “Can you cover her eyes?” he asked.
 “No,” Chantmer said. “I need her to see.”
 “That seems an unnecessary cruelty.”
 “You might think so. But fear is its own kind of pain. We can take all of it, bind it to the rune. The tattoo is a vessel that needs to be filled. Her blood can do that, but her terror is just as effective.”
 “It’s a small spell,” Darik said.
 “You are wrong,” Chantmer said. “The sleeping spell requires a good deal of power. Of limited effectiveness, in this case, it is true. That is the girl’s tragedy. She will suffer much, but for very little. A momentary advantage in battle, if that. Tell me, Rima. What are you more scared of, drowning or snakes?”
 “I don’t . . . maybe drowning. I was caught in a sandstorm once, and—”
 “That will do.” He motioned to the remaining torturers. “You know what to do.”
 The torturer was an older man, nearly as tall as Chantmer, but so gaunt his eyes seemed to be staring out from two pits. He had an oiled beard, dyed black, that somewhat concealed his hollow cheeks, but his hands were so long and bony they looked almost skeletal. He wore a gray robe with red cartouches of power. He waved his hand and muttered a spell. Rima went rigid.
 “I control your body,” the torturer told her. “You do not move without my permission. Your heart does not beat, except that I allow it to happen.”
 “Close your eyes,” Chantmer told Darik. “Concentrate on the words of the sleeping spell, but do not speak them aloud. It will help bind the rune to your flesh.”
 Darik did as he was told. He could barely concentrate at first, could only think of the helpless girl and wonder what the torturer meant to do to her.

It’s too terrible. I cannot do this. 
 But he had to. And Rima had offered herself. She wouldn’t die, would only suffer for a stretch, and her sacrifice would help keep others from dying.
 “And now, girl,” the torturer said. “I command you to stop breathing. Yes, like that. You want to breathe, you need to breathe above all other things. But your throat is closed. You are suffocating. A sandstorm has come off the desert, and it fills your lungs with sand.”
 A man screamed from elsewhere in the courtyard, one of the other victims who’d come in to have his pain extracted and distilled for the khalifa’s magical army. Rima was also suffering, but in silence. Even with his eyes closed, Darik could feel her terror radiating outward. She couldn’t breathe, she was suffocating, her lungs burning.
 Darik moved his lips to help himself concentrate, but didn’t vocalize the words of the spell. He felt Chantmer moving behind him. The needle touched the skin on his back. He expected pain. A sharp prick from the scorching hot needle, a burning sensation as the ink seeped into his flesh. That’s what had happened when Roghan had worked on him.
 Instead, a shiver of pleasure worked its way down his back, like the warm flush from a cup of tea mixed with an elixir of poppy. It washed away the residual throbbing from the first tattoo, the ache in his legs from squatting on the bed of nails, and the exhaustion from the previous night, when he’d barely slept after days of trudging through the desert with Sofiana.
 The next needle prick was more of the same, and soon he was floating on the haze of a drugged, soporific stupor. Euphoria, the sensation of rising from his body. It continued for some unknown length of time, then he heard Chantmer speak.
 “Let the girl breathe.”
 The girl sucked in a loud, ragged gasp for air. As Darik opened his eyes, the euphoria already fading, he looked at Rima to see her sobbing, gasping, coughing. The torturer stood back a pace, watching with his dark, hollow gaze.
 By the Brothers. What had been pain for her had come to Darik like a delicious potion, carrying him away on waves of pleasure. What a horrible, ugly thing. A knife of guilt twisted in his belly.
 He turned in his chair. “You didn’t tell me.”
 “What, that you would enjoy it?” Chantmer shrugged. “There are privileges to being a wizard. You should ask Markal about them sometime.”
 “Are you finished?” he said bitterly. “Can we send the poor girl back to the khalifa?”
 “I’m afraid not. The power began to fade before I was halfway done. Another moment, and she’d have lost consciousness, and then she’d have been no good to us at all. I need something more,” Chantmer told the torturer. “Some pain she will feel deep in her bones.”
 “Please, my lord,” Rima sobbed.
 “How about the tongs?” Chantmer said. “Leave a mark if you must, but don’t disfigure her. We may need her again later.”
 “You are a monster,” Darik said. He couldn’t look at the girl, and wished he could blot out the sound of her sobs, the other screams starting up here and there across the courtyard.
 “Tell yourself that, if it eases your conscience.” Chantmer turned one of the needles in the brazier. “But if I were you, I would try harder to maintain focus. You were enjoying yourself too much to remember why we are here. Unless you delight in hurting the girl, that is. In which case, go on as you were. Only know that it will take twice as long if you do.”
#
 The only thing that rescued Darik from the unrelenting misery in the courtyard was his limited range of spells. Chantmer listened, and then discarded nearly everything Darik could summon. Darik managed to remember the spell with the magical hammers, and the wizard tattooed him with the sleep spell and several other minor incantations. Plus, of course, Darik could always blacken his hands again, assuming they healed in time for the next battle. And assuming he could manage other spells.
 It took at least two, and sometimes three, unfortunate volunteers to fix every single tattoo, and when he left the courtyard, he heard the torturers talking about raising more volunteers. It seemed all of their efforts were delivering insufficient results. It also seemed that hours would be needed for every mage to receive a full complement of tattoos. They would not be able to finish by nightfall. Tomorrow, Chantmer said, they would start earlier.
 “Tomorrow?” Darik demanded. “You’re planning to commit this atrocity tomorrow, as well?” 
 “Yes, tomorrow, and as many more days as it takes.”
 Darik fled the courtyard. He went to find Kallia, but she was in her chambers and would not be disturbed. He tried to find Rima, to apologize, but the girl was said to be attending to the khalifa.
 Instead, he accompanied Captain Rouhani to the city walls to inspect the preparations for the night’s defenses. Hundreds of laborers had been working since their victory the previous night, repairing the gap in the city wall, shoring up the gates where they’d been damaged, and further preparing the defenses for another attack. Darik and Rouhani climbed one of the watchtowers above the Great Gates. 
 “There they are, the bastards,” Rouhani said. “What are they doing?”
 Darik eyed the churning mass gathering along the Tothian Way as the shadows grew long across the plain. Another hour, maybe less, and it would be dark. He hoped Chantmer was finishing his work and would shortly bring his mages to the city walls. Would events tonight play out much the same way, or would the enemy employ a new strategy?
 “They don’t want to attack us,” Darik said. “That’s the first thing to remember about the undead. The only coherent thought that ever enters their mind is to flee the Harvester. Everything else is reflex, an echo of their past lives.”
 “What I saw last night didn’t look like reflex. Looked to me like they had a definite plan of breaking into the city and destroying it.”
 “But was it conscious? Did they look like an army to you, different pieces organizing for attack, with generals, men under them who varied in bravery and cowardice? Or was it the behavior of wasps, swarming to attack when the nest is kicked? No thought, nothing but sting and kill. Reflex and instinct.”
 Rouhani frowned. He tugged at his gloves. “I’m not sure I see the difference. How can they do what they’ve done without some kind of leader?”
 “There must be,” Darik agreed, “but who? Last night, I thought it was the wizards—Chantmer and the rest. I was wrong.”
 “You think there’s someone else in the city helping them?”
 “I don’t know,” Darik said. “Maybe so. Or maybe I’m wrong, and there are conjurers in that mindless swarm.”
 Rouhani twisted the ends of his oiled beard and looked back over the plain. “My men are at your disposal. Use your magic, find the enemy conjurer, and we’ll ride out to kill him, the two of us leading my men to victory.”
 Except Darik wasn’t sure of his conclusions, nor did he think he could track the origin of the wights’ will. He needed Markal or Whelan. Or even Captain Roderick, if he hadn’t been slain by ravagers. Darik was too young to take command and too uncertain to send men into the middle of all of those wights.
 The captain frowned, apparently misinterpreting the nature of Darik’s reluctance. “We’re good men, and brave, I assure you. It’s the Third City Watch—maybe you’ve heard of us. They call my company the Desert Lions. I swear that I command the best men left in the city.”
 “I’m not doubting your bravery or your skill. I’m doubting myself.”
 “Never do that. I certainly never doubted you.”
 “No?”
 “No. I saw you fighting last night. You are a powerful wizard, and I’m sure an equally powerful warrior.”
 Yes, well. Darik had seen enough of wizards and warriors alike to know this wasn’t true. He was trying to decide whether to say as much, or if it would only pointlessly undermine Rouhani’s confidence, when a warning trumpet sounded from the wall to the west. Darik leaned over the battlement and saw the west flank of the undead army moving toward the Tombs of the Kings and the Gate of the Dead.
 While Rouhani gave orders to a young member of the watch, Darik looked up the road as it led into the city from the Great Gates, and saw Chantmer strolling toward the gates. He was surrounded by his mages, including Roghan, and a number of the former members of the torturers guild. At their arrival, awed Balsalomians shrank back and pressed themselves against the buildings lining the street. Chantmer seemed to sense Darik’s gaze, and he lifted his eyes. He pointed at the tower on the opposite side of the Great Gates and nodded. No words were necessary.
 Go across and wait for me there.
 
 



Chapter Twelve
 Shortly after dark, a massive wedge of glowing spirits, twenty across and hundreds deep, surged toward the Great Gates. Two ghostly giants led the charge, slamming themselves into the iron-bound gates. They shuddered, but held. Other wights swarmed in, tearing and clawing at both the gates and the surrounding stone towers.
 Darik had placed himself under Chantmer’s command and told himself that he would obey any order short of the obviously wicked or corrupt. So when the wizard commanded him to cast his strongest spell—the fireball—in the initial attack, he didn’t hesitate, but gathered his concentration and spoke the words.
 He felt the magic gathering, could taste the full weight of power on his tongue. But when the tattoo turned warm on his skin, his confidence and concentration faltered. The fireball fizzled weakly as it burst forth. It splashed the two giants with flames, and the rolling fire ignited a few of the wights, but the giants shortly recovered.
 “Fool boy, you threw that one away,” Chantmer said. “Roghan! The hammers!”
 Roghan called up the volans malleis incantation. A pair of swirling hammers raced out from the mage and slammed into the front ranks. Coming immediately after Darik’s fireball, this momentarily broke the attack. But within seconds, the wights gathered and renewed their push. Chantmer gave more orders, and his mages called up their spells: ice, fire, and boulders torn from the earth to roll through the enemy. From the city walls came fiery arrows, stones, crossbow bolts, and other missiles.
 Chantmer paced back and forth giving orders. His mages burned off one tattoo after another. Chantmer used them all equally except for Roghan, who seemed to be held in reserve after that first hammer attack. And Chantmer himself, of course, who hadn’t cast a single spell.
 “What are you doing?” Darik finally asked, when a break in the action left him bent and gasping for air. “Are you going to fight, or order us around until we collapse?”
 Chantmer glared him into silence. He grabbed a torch from a sconce where it had been placed to help the bowmen, and moved to the edge of the tower. He hailed the men massing behind the gates.
 “Ready your weapons!”
 Prince Ethan had gathered three hundred Eriscobans, half of them men on horse with spears and the other half tightly bunched footmen with shields and swords. Captain Rouhani had gathered several hundred more, his so-called Desert Lions.
 A dozen former torturers were down there, and these conjurers began to chant in unison. The weapons of the gathered men started to glow. Rouhani gave a cry to open the gates. Men heaved at a windlass, and the gates creaked open.
 The enemy had been regrouping for another thrust, and this gave the defenders a chance to sally forth without wights pouring into the city. Now, the wights came howling into the fight.
 Rouhani held his glowing scimitar aloft. “The Harvester take you all!” Other men took up the cry.
 Then the two armies clashed, one side shouting, calling orders, crying in pain, the other a mindless, wailing force, flailing and biting like so many hundreds of wild, cornered animals.
 “Boy!” Chantmer said to Darik. “Your sleeping spell. Cast it now. Cast it wide.”
 It was one of the last spells tattooed onto Darik’s skin, and the one that Chantmer had disparaged earlier. Darik gathered his will. The words came to his lips.

“Somnus gravis requiescet in humeris vestris.” 
 The tattoo on his right shoulder burned. He had been gaining confidence throughout the battle, and for the first time tonight, didn’t inadvertently waste most of his strength. The magic fell from him like buckets of sand, carried on the wind to drift over the undead army. Some faltered and collapsed. Others seemed to lose all energy or purpose.
 The glowing, magically endowed weapons cut through the wights and sent them flying from the battlefield as so many wisps of smoke. For several long minutes, the city defenders hacked and destroyed, but the swords and spears gradually lost their glow.
 Rouhani called a retreat, and Ethan moved his cavalry into position to guard their return to the safety of the city. But the main thrust of the enemy force had now retreated nearly to the Tothian Way. Archers cheered from atop the walls, and Darik found himself shouting his own triumph. They had apparently won another night’s reprieve, and with no more effort from Chantmer than his strutting about giving orders.
 Darik was still relishing the victory when trumpets sounded a warning from the western side of the city. Chantmer sprinted along the walls, shouting for the others to follow him. Darik joined Roghan and the mages in racing after him. They ran around the city walls, shouting for men to step aside and let them pass.
 Darik was strong from months of marching, riding, and fighting, but he struggled to keep up with Chantmer and his mages, who seemed magically fleet of foot. When he reached the west tower overlooking the Gate of the Dead several minutes later, the others were already setting up their defenses. An army of wights poured out of the Tombs of the Kings.
 Darik had spotted them moving into the tombs at dusk, but the ferocity of the initial attack had fooled him into thinking that the entire army had hurled itself at the Great Gates. A substantial reserve had apparently remained here, and now it came at the Gate of the Dead and the surrounding walls. The enemy was tightly packed, a continuous stream of glowing blue. There must have been thousands of them.
 Chantmer threw back his sleeves. A single, enormous tattoo wrapped itself around his arm from his wrist to his shoulder, then seemed to pass over his collarbone to come down his other arm. It was glowing softly, the red ink like smoldering embers, as the wizard gathered his will.
 The tattoo was nothing that Darik recognized, and he couldn’t understand the words that Chantmer began to speak. The ground heaved and groaned beneath the wights. Obelisks in the tombs crumbled and collapsed. A mausoleum exploded and rained stone down on its surroundings. Fissures opened like mouths in the earth, and wights disappeared into them.
 The watchmen on the walls seemed as disturbed by the destruction of the ancient tombs as by the undead coming toward them. One man covered his face, while others made warding signs and pleaded with the Brothers not to curse them. Men shouted at Chantmer. For a moment, Darik thought they’d turn their arrows on him. The wizard paid them no mind.
 “Hurry,” Chantmer urged Darik. “Your fire!”
 Darik had already cast one fireball, and a second typically wasn’t as effective. What did that say, when the first had been so weak? What’s more, he would need to blacken one of his hands to do it, as he had no more tattoos. He looked over both hands. His left was strongest, having been injured fighting the bandits among the tombs yesterday morning and mostly healed since then. He held out his hand and called up the spell.
 Moments later, he slammed a fireball into the front of the wights. It wasn’t as powerful as last night’s, but it was better than he’d managed earlier in the evening. The enemy faltered, but Darik didn’t have a chance to see the full effect. He bent over, clutching his wrist in pain.

It’s my pain, though. Mine. Not some poor child’s. 
 He rose, scarcely daring to hope. The heaving ground and the fireball had done significant damage, but there were so many wights that hundreds still reached the wall. They attacked the stone, tore at the iron ribs of the door. More continued to arrive, including, Darik suspected, remnants of the army that they’d battled at the gates earlier in the night. Chantmer hurled spell after spell, with other mages aiding when they could. Some time later, Rouhani and Ethan arrived on the streets below with their tired forces, and the conjurers arrived while the soldiers were forming ranks. The gate opened, and the soldiers marched out in sloppy rows.
 The defenders pushed back the wights a second time, but this time, the enemy seemed more determined, slower to break ranks. The wights regrouped and hurled themselves forward again. Darik scanned the battlefield. Someone must be there, forcing the army to attack. A leader.

Where are you? Show yourself. 
 Another attack. The defenders grew desperate. Chantmer exhausted his tattoos, then blackened both hands, one after the other. Darik used his last tattoo and called forth the limited power remaining in his right hand. Rouhani and Ethan marched out a third time, then a fourth. By the end, their men were fighting with weapons unaided by any magic, and falling by the dozen.
 The battle lasted most of the night before the attack collapsed. Hundreds of wights went fleeing in all directions just ahead of dawn’s first light, and when the sun finally rose, Darik looked over the plain with bleary eyes and couldn’t see a single enemy. More cheers sounded along the walls as the news spread. They were ragged cheers this time, with little joy.
 Darik found Chantmer standing alone and pale faced apart from his mages. The stone battlement was blackened and cracked from where he’d lost control of one of his spells in his final, exhausted efforts.
 “We’ll be attacked again, won’t we?” Darik asked.
 “Yes. As soon as it is dark.”
 “Who is leading them?”
 Chantmer eyed him through bloodshot eyes, but didn’t speak.
 “Chantmer, you have to tell me. By the Brothers, who or what is driving them?”
 “Who do you think? King Toth. It was Toth who destroyed Aristonia, and Toth who compels its dead to fight for him now.”
 It made sense. What had the dark wizard been himself, if not a wight, the most powerful spirit of all? Toth had kept himself from the Harvester for all these centuries until he had gained the strength to steal another man’s body.
 “Every day, the dark wizard sends his magic from the Dark Citadel,” Chantmer continued. “It rolls across the khalifates from Veyre to Balsalom. It imbues his wights with power, it keeps them from fleeing. Can’t you feel it?”
 “No,” Darik admitted. “But supposing you’re right—”
 “There’s no supposing,” Chantmer said. He reared to his full height. “This is the fact of the matter, and only a fool would dispute it.”
 “Yes, but even so, wouldn’t there be someone here, in the midst of the army, who can act as the dark wizard’s general? Someone living?”
 “Markal has given you a bit of knowledge, and now you think you are wise. Stop thinking, stop guessing. Go to the palace and renew your strength. There will be another battle, maybe many battles, before this enemy is defeated. The dark wizard has tortured and killed hundreds to raise his army, and we’ll need to call our own reserves to defeat it.”
 “There is one good thing in a protracted battle with the wights,” Darik said, thinking.
 “Is there? I fail to see it.”
 “The longer we hold this army at Balsalom, the more time we give Whelan to breach the walls of Veyre and end the war.”
 Chantmer raised an eyebrow and looked down at him loftily. “What makes you think there is only one army of wights?”
 And with that final pronouncement, Chantmer gathered his robes and turned away, his distant gaze showing that his thoughts had turned elsewhere.
 
 



Chapter Thirteen
 Daria was striding through camp on the morning of the second day since leading her army out of the mountains, when one of her scouts came plummeting out of the sky to land on the rocky hillside beside her. They’d crossed the Desolation yesterday, flown above the still-smoldering ruins of Ter, and taken refuge in the stony hills east of the city. The camp wasn’t high enough above the plains to suit her people, but the terrain was too rugged for flatlanders, and there were plenty of deer and desert sheep in the brush-filled canyons. Both riders and griffins had eaten well last night.
 The young man slid from the back of his stomping, squawking griffin. “Flockheart!” he said. “Well met.”
 “What is it, Poul?”
 “A large force of dragon wasps and their riders. Fifteen miles to the east.”
 Poul sounded more eager than alarmed. He was a strong-jawed young man whose father had died in the Battle of Arvada. Poul was already a skilled griffin trainer, and fearless in battle. Daria’s mother had slyly hinted that he would make a good mate.
 “Did they spot you?” Daria asked.
 “I don’t think so. I was high above them, where the air is cooler, and their patrol passed right beneath me. If they saw me, they didn’t send pursuit.”
 “How many?”
 “Thirty, at least. Maybe forty. It must be a good portion of their army.”
 Yes, and a terrific victory if Daria could catch them before they broke camp. No doubt, the enemy was also flying east to join the battle at Veyre.
 Daria’s people had spent a long day flying yesterday, crossing the entire width of the Desolation after an early start. Most of the ninety-seven riders and their mounts had never flown beyond the hills at the base of the Dragon’s Spine, and had been nervous to the point of panic by the time they finished crossing the wasteland. There had seemed no end to it, and nowhere for the tired griffins to land. Daria wished she could spend a day or two resting in the hills, but they needed to keep moving east.
 And since she’d given orders to leave, the camp was up and moving already. Riders were brushing their mounts, tethering bedrolls and gear. Griffins tore at cold haunches of venison from last night’s hunt. She headed one direction through camp and sent Poul in the other, crying for any who were ready to fly to get airborne. Ten minutes later, she had forty riders in the sky, including Poul, her uncle Jhon, and her mother, Palina.
 Poul led them east, down from the hills, across a stretch of burned grazing lands, along a dry stream bed, and then up into another set of hills much like the ones where the griffin riders had camped.
 Poul pulled alongside Daria as they climbed the highest craggy point. He communicated with hand gestures.

Ravine. Right side. Copse of trees. Two hundred feet down. 
 She gestured back that she understood, and pulled Talon’s tether to lead him up and over. With her other hand, she hoisted her father’s horn. She waited until they reached the crown, then blew a short, sharp order to attack. Forty griffins came screaming down the other side, wings pulled back, their riders drawing slender swords and leaning forward eagerly on their mounts.
 The enemy camp was exactly where Poul had indicated. It was a torn-up stretch of scrub oak, still marked by smoldering fires. Unfortunately, many of the enemy seemed to have already left. There were maybe fifteen on the ground and another ten in the air. Daria broke her flock in two. Palina led the first group, diving toward the camp to catch the enemy still on the ground. Daria led the second group herself and rushed to attack the wasp riders already in the air. They spotted her and fled east.
 She dug her heals into Talon’s ribs. “Ska!”
 He lurched forward in pursuit. Daria’s heart swelled in her chest. The cool air filled her lungs, and her sword felt like a long, sleek, deadly extension of her arm.
 She was so intent on overtaking the wasps that she momentarily forgot about Talon’s speed. The golden griffin had outpaced his smaller, white-feathered counterparts by several hundred yards, and as the riders pulled their wasps around to face the onslaught, she faced them alone. Three wasps came in from different angles. Long, snaking heads opened to bite at Talon’s haunches. Spears thrust at Daria. Two more wasps veered to come down on her from above.
 But Talon was flying so fast that Daria raced past them and through the claws, the snapping teeth, and the thrusting spears without taking a single blow. She caught one dragon a glancing strike off its hide.
 It wasn’t her most skilled attack ever, and she’d been lucky that her carelessness hadn’t left her mobbed and overpowered. Even so, her charge had broken the ranks of the wasps as they swarmed about her. They were out of position when the twenty griffins slammed into them moments later.
 By the time Daria came around, injured wasps were spiraling to the ground, wasp riders had been dismounted, and the remaining enemy was scattering in all directions. Daria pursued one of these survivors and caught it a few minutes later. Talon seized it from behind and simultaneously raked the wasp with his back claws while tearing its flesh with his beak. The rider thrust his spear at Daria’s throat, but she easily ducked aside and leaned out to pierce his leather armor with her sword tip. By the time Talon let go, both wasp and rider were dead.
 When Daria rejoined Poul and her uncle, she was relieved to see that none of her riders or their mounts had been killed, with only one or two light wounds. Only one wasp and rider had escaped, and another wasp was fleeing riderless to the west, in the direction of Daria’s own encampment.
 She ordered her riders into formation, and they returned to the hill where Daria had left her mother. The battle had taken Daria’s forces all the way out of the hills to the plains, and it took a few minutes to return to the wasp encampment. There, she discovered Palina dismounted on the ground, while others patrolled overhead.
 Daria landed to find her mother scowling, even though the bodies of dragon wasps lay all about her. The camp smelled putrid. Daria climbed down from Talon.
 “There you are,” Palina said. “What took you so long?”
 “Fighting for my life, killing enemies. What else?” Daria lifted one eyebrow. “You don’t seem pleased. Did you lose someone?”
 “How would I have lost someone? Take a closer look. There was no battle, this is how we found it.”
 Daria took a closer look at the camp. The dragon wasps she’d spotted from the air were still in the exact same position. They weren’t lying on the ground so much as sprawled. Not only very much dead, but half-eaten. Some had their bellies torn open, their guts devoured. Others were missing tails, legs, or even heads.
 “You see what happened here?” Palina asked. “Do you remember the two dragons we saw battling in the mountains?”
 Daria walked across the camp, and her mother followed. Daria was looking for a hole in the ground, a smoldering pit, where the dragon might be found. The hillside had been cleared, leaving behind a small forest of stumps, together with a few branches and leaves. It was all scrub oak. Here and there, she saw extinguished fire pits. And curiously, wooden stakes pounded into the ground, some with rope attached.
 “Did you hear me?” Palina prodded.
 “Of course I remember. The winner devoured the loser. And then it grew. That’s what you mean, isn’t it?”
 Her mother nodded. “Yes, and then it grew. It’s obvious what happened here. The wasps attacked, and it ate them. So that it could grow.”
 “Why would they attack?”
 “Maybe the dragon can no longer be controlled. They were attempting to bring it back into the service of the dark wizard. It resisted. Now, it has flown off to who knows where.”
 It was a seductive idea, and one that Daria wished she could believe. Leave the dragon alone, and maybe it would leave them alone in turn. They could continue east to join Whelan’s army, battling and defeating whatever wasps they found, and then turn their attention on helpless Veyrians on the ground.
 “If that’s the case,” Daria said, “where is the dragon now? There were still wasps and riders around when we arrived, but the monster itself is nowhere to be found.”
 Palina shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe they drove it off.”
 “Except it was here long enough to eat some of these wasps. And what about the fire pits? It looks to me like they cleared the hillside to make charcoal to shovel into the dragon’s mouth in preparation for battle, so they must have been controlling it.”
 “They were controlling it, then it rebelled.”
 “I don’t know, Mother. The pieces don’t fit.”
 “Go on then, convince me.”
 Daria fixed on one of the stakes. She lifted the rope. The end was ragged and bloody. Each of the dead wasps, she now saw, was near one of the stakes.
 “It looks to me like they brought the young dragon spawn, tied them off, and killed them. These dead wasps have begun to rot. You can smell it. They’ve been here some time. I’ll bet they used the stench to draw the dragon out of the desert.”
 “Hmm.”
 “When it had eaten its fill, they fed it charcoal,” Daria added. “The dragon must have left at dawn, which means we spent the night a few miles away from the thing. We were fortunate.”
 “How do you know that? They might have left days ago.”
 Daria kicked at the ash in one of the fire pits. Her boot disturbed live coals, and smoke trailed into the air. “Because the pits aren’t yet cold. Because there were still wasps hanging around when Poul spotted them. I’m guessing the dragon isn’t more than a few hours ahead of us.”
 Palina took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Daria could sense the thoughts churning in her mother’s mind. Palina didn’t want to be here, didn’t want anything to do with this war. They belonged in the mountains, high above the petty conflicts of flatlanders. And now, her daughter was telling her, the dragon was only a few hours ahead of them. It had nearly destroyed them last time they’d faced it. And that had been in the mountains, on their own terrain, where the air was crisp and their griffins were confident and aggressive. They’d caught it on the ground, and it had still nearly defeated them. Since then, the dragon had fed, had grown, had become more powerful.
 If there was ever a time for Palina to balk, it was now. What would Daria do if her mother abandoned the war? If she took half the flock with her to the northern mountains? Daria waited tensely for her mother to speak.
 “Well, then,” Palina said at last, “we had better return to camp and make sure the flock is ready to leave. The sooner we get under way, the sooner we’ll catch that monster and kill it.”
 
 



Chapter Fourteen
 By the end of the second day of the siege, Markal was tired and dirty, and had drained precious energy from Memnet’s orb. He’d have rather been up with Whelan overlooking the battlefield, instead of hurrying back and forth between the three mines tunneling toward the city walls.
 Whelan had set up four trebuchets to hurl stones at the city walls of Veyre. The stones crashed with thunderous booms, but there was little visible damage to the walls after a full day of bombardment. More effective were the dozen ballistae with bolts the size of a man’s leg and wrapped in pitch-soaked rags. Men lit the bolts on fire, then launched them soaring through the air with a stream of smoke by day and a long, arcing flame at night. The results of this never-ending barrage were the columns of smoke that rose from Veyre.
 It was the middle of the night, and Markal was on his hands and knees in the southernmost mine when he heard a snuffling sound behind him, and something made an animal-like growl. He turned quickly and thwacked his head on the roof of the mine.
 “It’s only me, don’t be alarmed.”
 “Narud?” Markal said, relieved. He peered into the gloom, but couldn’t pick out the other wizard. “The Harvester take you, you scared me. What is that snuffling, did you turn yourself into a badger?”
 “No, I’m in my human form,” Narud said, sounding surprised, as if such a question were ludicrous. “I was just smelling to make sure it was you. It’s dark down here. What do you mean, a badger? To help you dig? How would I have traveled all the way from Marrabat as a badger?”
 Markal sighed at Narud’s obtuseness. “Yes, of course.”
 “Do you need me to turn into one?” Narud asked hopefully.
 “I need more digging than what a badger can provide,” Markal said. “Unless you’ve got about fifty more of you.”
 “Timothe is coming from Eriscoba and should be here by tomorrow. Philina, too. That would make four of us.”
 “Humor is lost on you, isn’t it?” Markal said. “But I’m glad to hear they’re coming. We can use their help. Come on, follow me.”
 The two wizards edged forward in the mine. Markal had cleared out the diggers so he could do his work, and he shortly came upon abandoned tools: shovels, picks, and buckets. He groped until he could feel the tunnel wall where the men had stopped digging. His fingers found and then traced the ledge of rock that had halted the excavation. It was definitely bedrock.
 Markal retrieved Memnet’s orb from his robe and coaxed its fires to life. A cool yellow light stirred at the heart of the glass sphere and shortly illuminated the chamber.
 “It’s cold down here,” Narud said. “What are we doing? I assume we’re not down here digging for worms.”
 Markal turned to see the other wizard peering forward with wide eyes. He plucked a feather from Narud’s hair, but it turned out to still be attached.
 “Ow!”
 Markal examined the feather. “An owl this time? I’d have thought an eagle would be faster.”
 “I was traveling at night. Safer that way. There are dragon wasps in the air, and an army of wights. I didn’t want to be seen.”
 “Wights? What are you talking about?”
 Before Narud could answer, the ground shook and dirt fell from the ceiling. Something was going on out there, and that reminded Markal of the urgency of his mission.
 “Never mind. Let’s get this taken care of. Do you know the spell lapis et aqua?”
 Narud frowned. “I know of it, but I don’t think I’ve ever mastered the thing. What are we doing here again?”
 “Whelan’s men are digging toward the city walls. When they arrive, they’ll prop up the roof with beams, set the supports on fire, and wait for the walls to collapse over the mine.”
 “Oh, now I understand. But they keep hitting rock, that’s the problem. And when they do, you come in and remove the stones.”
 “More or less. I’m breaking them and softening the earth, and that lets the men remove it several times faster than if they were digging alone.”
 “Why light the support beams on fire?” Narud said. “Why not make the earth shake beneath it and let it collapse that way?”
 “The walls are too strong, and they are protected with magical wards.”
 “I don’t mean attacking them from above,” Narud said. “If you dug your way to the walls—like you’re doing, I mean—you could get someone beneath them and shake them down with magic. That would be more effective than collapsing a few tunnels by burning up support beams.”
 “Right, so you’d have to be under the walls to cast the spell. Do you see the problem now?”
 Narud frowned and scratched at his head. “No, not really.”
 “You’d be inside the tunnels. Under the walls. Inside and under when you cast the spell to collapse them.”
 “Ah, I see. It would collapse on top of you. But what if—”
 “Enough of that!” Markal said, as the ground shuddered again. “I’m going to draw magic from the orb. Can you lend me a strengthening spell? Is one of your hands uninjured?”
 “They’re both healed, actually. I changed to an owl three days ago and haven’t cast any magic since.”
 “Good. Now pay attention. I can’t have you looking for worms or voles.”
 “It’s all right, I’ve already eaten. But if you spot any—”
 “Shh.”
 Markal reached into the orb and pulled out a tendril of power. Every day, he’d been burning his hands and storing the power inside the orb that had once belonged to Memnet the Great. He pulled off only a thread of it now and gathered his will to focus it. He needed to direct it straight forward, and not toward the surface, or he’d bury the two of them alive. At the same time, it had to be strong enough to thrust forward another fifty feet toward the walls of Veyre. As he began to chant the spell, Narud’s voice joined his, but with the words of a different incantation.
 Magic flowed out of Markal and burrowed into the wall of bedrock, which let out a terrific crack as it split. The earth around it crumbled as if it were a crust of stale bread, and soon the whole shelf of rock seemed as soft as sand, and still rumbled as the magic radiated forward.
 The ground was still shaking as the two wizards turned around and crawled back toward the opening of the mine. Markal worried that he’d pressed too hard with his spell, that with Narud’s help it had weakened the entire mine and rendered it unstable and dangerous. This was the most promising excavation, the one that had tunneled the farthest toward Veyre. Its loss would be a blow.
 But when the two wizards emerged from the ground, they discovered the source of the noise was a terrific fight all around them. Markal took in the battlefield in a glance, and what he saw filled him with dread.
 A large enemy force had charged from the city while the wizards were in the mines. The terrain all around was a battlefield. The main gates of the city lay wide open, and hundreds of defenders were still pouring out. One force of mounted enemies had rushed to engage Hoffan’s cavalry, and Markal saw with alarm that they were led by a dozen blank-staring, pale ravagers. Undead knights, raised to slaughter the dark wizard’s enemies. Hoffan’s men had brawled with them before, and been well bloodied in the encounter. Once again, they were struggling to hold back the ravagers.
 Markal saw all this in an instant. Understood at once that their position was untenable. They were too close to the city, and the enemy was trying too hard to seize this particular patch of ground. Yet they hadn’t gone after the other mines, only this one, and that told Markal something, too. They must have spotted the two wizards entering the mine and timed the attack to catch them underground. This attack was designed to kill Markal and Narud, not destroy the mine.
 “Beware, conjurers,” Narud said.
 He pointed with his left hand, which was pink and raw, as if it had been plunged into a kettle of boiling water, but not withered as Markal’s would have been. Narud hadn’t seriously exerted himself casting the spell, and would quickly recover.
 Six conjurers in gray robes with red cartouches of power came riding through the midst of the black-cloaked Veyrian footmen. Torturers. They threw back their hoods and searched the battlefield until they spotted Markal and Narud. Their eyes seemed dark and hollow, their faces drawn and pale. They felt almost bloated with magic, and Markal felt something coming from the city, like a foul wind from a sewer, blowing over them, strengthening them. The torturers met Markal’s gaze and grinned, but it was a mirthless, haunted smile. These slaves of the dark wizard could feel no true joy in their work, only the sadistic pleasure of destruction.
 Had Markal been alone, he’d have been in serious trouble. Even with Memnet’s orb in hand, fighting off the dark wizard’s minions while trying to avoid getting skewered by all the swords hacking toward him would have been too much. But standing next to his companion from the Order of the Wounded Hand, Markal liked his chances.
 “They are thin and weak,” he told Narud, as the enemy conjurers dropped from the saddle and formed a half ring some twenty feet distant.
 “They are powerful,” Narud countered. “A stench flies from the city, strengthening them.”
 “Magically, yes, but physically, they are starved. Look at them, hollow cheeks and bony hands. And with an unslakeable thirst. Like men who have consumed nothing but poppy milk. We will use that to our advantage. Bring the desert to them.”
 “I understand.” Narud’s attention was fixed, his eyes unblinking as an owl studying a mouse to devour.
 “Shield yourself,” Markal said. “We’ll weather their own attack first. It will leave them weaker.”
 The conjurers had been chanting, and Markal felt their spell before it came. It had heat; the enemy meant to boil their blood in their veins. Markal drew another thread from the orb, which had found its way to his hand as if of its own accord. A quick spell came to his lips. He called the cold air from the open mine shaft to his right. As the air came rushing out, he formed it into a swirling vortex and sent it spinning toward the conjurers. The conjurers finished their incantation.
 A wave of heat rolled toward him. Markal’s cold air mass slammed into it, blunted its force, but the wave was so powerful that the shed over the mine shaft burst into flames as it hit. Markal braced himself to be cooked alive. But Narud had cast his own spell, drawing the moisture from the air. A sudden cloudburst drenched them at the same moment the heat washed over them. Markal gasped at the fire that seemed to fill his lungs, at the pain of boiling water steaming off his skin. But it passed quickly.
 The conjurers stared back in dismay that their powerful spell had been blunted and then broken. The wave of heat had dropped men and horses from both sides, who lay burned and screaming on the ground, and others now fled the area, leaving the battlefield to the wizards.
 Markal and Narud took each other by the hand. Markal began the chant, and Narud’s voice joined his as they spoke the words in the old tongue.

“Habitantes in deserto te et siccabo venam eius. Utinam impleatur terram pulmonaris. Sitis felices et tu arescet et mori.” 
 The desert dry you. May dust fill your lungs. May you wither and die.
 Narud drew in his breath in a sharp gasp of pain. This time, Markal called on the strength from his hand, as well, and it burned and withered. The magic had power and concentrated might as it rolled away from them.
 Dust swirled around the feet of the enemy conjurers. One of them tried to voice a counterspell, but dust flowed into his mouth like smoke drawn into bellows, and poured down his throat. Another turned to flee, but his ankles broke like a pair of dry sticks. Two others grabbed their faces, which shriveled like the hides of dead cattle abandoned in the desert sun. The last two simply collapsed in a heap of robes. Within seconds, they were all dead.
 A horn sounded on the city walls. The Veyrian army turned and fled back toward the gates. A mounted company of Balsalomians gave chase in an attempt to cut them off, but the enemy cavalry led by the ravagers moved swiftly to protect the retreat.
 Markal stared at the shed over the mine, which was still burning fiercely. It could be rebuilt. The enemy hadn’t collapsed the tunnel, which was the key thing. Then he looked back to the dead conjurers lying dry and desiccated where they’d fallen.
 “You were right, they were weak,” Narud said. “We were fortunate.”
 “They weren’t true wizards, only torturers trained in minor magic. Any strength they had came from the dark wizard.”
 “Why didn’t Toth face us himself?”
 Markal looked up at the Dark Citadel, looming above the city. Yes, why? That would merit some thought. He searched the sky for the dragon. Nothing. And no further attack from the city.
 The battlefield was littered with the dead and dying. More of their side had fallen than the enemy, but the siege was unbroken.
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 The second day of tattoos was even more grueling for Darik. They began earlier, and the sessions lasted longer. Chantmer ordered a relentless procession of victims (volunteers, Darik had to remind himself) to step forward to be hit, stretched, twisted, squeezed, and struck. To have their nightmares, their deepest fears, dragged screaming into the light of day. The rush of pleasure that came every time the needles touched Darik’s skin piled upon him until he felt suffocated by guilt.
 Kallia appeared in the afternoon. She stood in the corner, chewing her lip anxiously, but her appearance seemed to bolster the courage of the palace servants. Their cries diminished, they sat for the torturers with fewer whimpers, fewer people balking at the last minute.
 “Good,” Chantmer said with satisfaction. The wizard sat in a chair next to Darik, with Roghan working the needles and ink on his bare shoulders. “Their faith in their queen, their love for her, helps draw out more power.”
 “Makes our work more monstrous, you mean,” Darik said.
 “And your doubts and complaints weaken them. So unless you want this to be more difficult for everyone involved, I would suggest that you keep your thoughts to yourself.”
 Darik closed his mouth and looked away, duly chastened. When he glanced up a few minutes later, the khalifa was gone.
 The enemy attacked again that night. This time, while they were hurling themselves against the Spice Gate, a second force hit the North Gate on the opposite side of the city. Darik joined three other mages in racing around the city wall to find that the enemy had already broken down the gate. Wights were pouring into the city. Aided by magic, Ethan’s forces threw them back, but not before several dozen wights had infiltrated one of the residential quarters. It took all night to hunt them down, and by then they’d slaughtered hundreds, set fire to the quarter, and nearly reached the gates of the palace.
 At dawn, Darik staggered back to his rooms in the palace and collapsed in exhaustion. Chantmer rudely shook him awake a few hours later and snapped at him to stop wasting time and go to the courtyard. Darik dozed through the morning’s work.
 The first contingent of Marrabatti arrived at the city that afternoon. There were no more than a thousand tired men on exhausted mounts, but a great cheer rose from the Spice Gate as they entered. The cheering followed them through the city and all the way to the palace. Another two thousand men arrived in the middle of that night’s battle. These newcomers fought their way from the Spice Road to the gates. At first, the wights faltered with their arrival, but they redoubled their attack, and morning saw the Great Gates in ruins, the chains broken, the great iron bands torn off. The stretch of wall between the Great Gates and the Gate of the Dead had been attacked so many times that it looked like a lump of sugar dipped in hot tea, riddled with holes.
 Darik dragged himself to the palace courtyard a few hours later, ready to complete another grueling day. His body was aching for the rush of pleasure until he almost shook with it. He hadn’t eaten since yesterday at noon, but all he could think about was the touch of the needle on his skin. It was horrifying, like a man who would starve himself to death because he couldn’t stop drinking poppy milk.
 “I can’t do this anymore,” he said as Chantmer ordered him to strip and present himself to the needles.
 “You can and you will.”
 “What good am I doing? Isn’t there someone else? I could fight alongside Rouhani. Use my sword instead of rely on this devilry for my magic.”
 “Do you want me to tell you how wonderful you are?” Chantmer scoffed. “To caress your ego like you’re a vain concubine of the sultan’s harem? To assure you that without your magic the city would fall? Is that what you need?”
 “We’re torturing these poor people. Every day we bring them in here, they scream and beg for mercy, and for what? Last night, wights got into the city anyway to murder and destroy.”
 “And how many would have entered the city if we hadn’t stood tall and cast them back?”
 “There has to be some other way. This is changing me, Chantmer. Look at my hands, they’re shaking.”
 “You’re only tired. I shouldn’t push you to the point of collapse—that would do me no good at all. Get your work done, and you can sleep a bit in the afternoon.”
 “I’m craving the pain of my victims, is what it is. You know that, so don’t lie to me and tell me it’s exhaustion. The Harvester take me, I can’t do it anymore.”
 The wizard had apparently grown tired of the conversation, for he stalked off without answering Darik’s complaint. And it was a complaint. Darik knew better. He had to keep doing this until they either destroyed the wights or Markal and Narud arrived to relieve him. The mages and torturers were settling into their chairs all around him, heating needles, preparing pots of ink, setting out the tools by which they would extract pain from the people of Balsalom. So far, only a handful of people had arrived to submit to the torturers. They were starting late this morning.
 Chantmer came back a few moments later. “They’re balking.” He sounded disbelieving. “Fifty people offered themselves last night, and only a dozen of them have arrived. A disgusting display of cowardice.”
 “Can you blame them? Word is spreading. The longer we do this, the more people know what they’re in for.”
 “How else can they contribute to the defense of this city? Old women, children, freed slaves—they have nothing to offer but their bodies.”
 “Those same people are starving,” Darik said. “The khalifa sent so much food east to Whelan’s army that there’s little left for her people. The farms are burned, the city gates blocked, and now the Marrabatti army is arriving with soldiers famished from a long march across the desert. Those who offer themselves to your torturers have already suffered plenty. Is it any wonder they balk?”
 “Then bring out the prisoners. Let us work them over. Or send Rouhani’s men into the city to gather the unwilling and bring them here.”
 “Where is the khalifa?” Darik asked.
 “The viziers can’t raise her. She’s in her room suffering some sort of attack.” Chantmer snorted. “Maybe the baby is coming, the blasted dark wizard coming out of her womb. Then we’ll see what happens.”
 Darik eyed Chantmer, surprised at how bitter and discouraged he sounded.
 “Let me find Ethan,” Darik said. “He can make a request to his troops. There will be men from the Free Kingdoms brave enough to suffer for a day. More Marrabatti are arriving to take their place—surely we can spare a few battle-weary soldiers.”
 Roghan approached and whispered in Chantmer’s ear. The scowl spread on the tall wizard’s face as he heard what his mage had to say.
 “Perhaps it is time,” Chantmer said when Roghan had left.
 “For what?”
 “For this city to be ruled by wizards.”
 “What are you talking about?”
 “We did it in Marrabat. Why do you think Daniel is on the throne and not Sultan Mufashe? We’ll find someone else to take the scepter of Balsalom. A warrior king, who can enforce hard measures until we’ve won this war.” Chantmer cocked his head and fixed Darik with a sharp look. “Perhaps you, if you were not so craven. From slave to khalif in a single year, what do you think?”
 “It’s madness.” Darik’s face flushed. “And anyone who tried such a thing would be my enemy.”
 “Of course, you are right. It would have to be someone stronger, yet more easily bent to my will.” Chantmer looked up, and his face brightened as palace guards brought in a row of frightened, trembling people. “Ah, here they come at last. Finally, we can get something useful done.”
#
 It was early evening, during the first enemy surge, when Darik realized something was wrong. Because the wights were only able to attack at night, builders and masons spent every moment of daylight furiously repairing the damage of the previous night’s battles. Against any expectations, they’d managed to shore up the Great Gates. But they were still the weakest part of the defense, and it was here that the wights concentrated their initial assault.
 Chantmer ordered his mages to use the well-tested defenses of the previous few nights: fire and heat, earth and stone, and atmospheric disturbances, backed by flaming arrows from the walls and magically enhanced swords and spears from troops on the ground. These tactics had thrown back the enemy again and again, but tonight, the spells seemed diminished somehow. They crippled the enemy where they had once destroyed, and slowed where they had once crippled.
 Chantmer cursed when he sent a wave of boiling heat and scalding sand only to see the wights struggle through it to tear at the weakened stone surrounding the gates.
 “What is the matter?” Darik asked. “Are they stronger?”
 “No, we are weaker. Quickly, your sleep spell. You must slow them, even for a moment.”
 Darik obeyed. The Balsalomian archers had been wrapping their arrows with pitch-soaked rags and now sent a massive barrage of flaming missiles as the wights faltered under Darik’s spell. The attack withered as the arrows made a wall of flame at the base of the city walls, and the wights fell back to regroup.
 “You see, it is only our magic that suffers,” Chantmer said. “They are still vulnerable to fire.”
 The fighting raged hotter over the next hour, with wights smashing through the wall in two places. The second breach, several hundred yards southeast of the Great Gates, would have allowed in the whole army if the forward wights hadn’t stopped to kill and burn the quarter into which they’d entered. That bottled the rest of them at the wall until Ethan and Rouhani threw enough men at the breach to plug it. The wights gathered for a fresh assault on the gap.
 Darik and the wizards were nearly exhausted, and hundreds of men-at-arms had fallen in the night’s fighting. There was a sense that this would be the final assault, that should the wights break through, the battle would be lost. Thousands of the dark wizard’s undead would flood into the city where they would murder and burn. By dawn, Balsalom would be in ruins.
 A trumpet sounded to the south, a single, long note. The defenders stopped to listen. Marrabatti within the city lifted their own horns to answer. The bulk of the Marrabatti army had arrived.
 By the time the wights attacked again, ten thousand new troops had come racing up the Spice Road to join the battle. For three hours, they brawled outside the city walls, while Chantmer ordered all of his magic wielders to throw their support to the newcomers.
 When at last the sun crept over the eastern horizon, the city and its defenders were battered and bloodied, but still standing. The wights melted away onto the dusty plain. Balsalom had won another day’s reprieve.
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 A handful of volunteers waited outside in the courtyard the next morning, but Chantmer refused to use them and stormed off to the throne room. Darik followed meekly.
 “Where is the khalifa?” Chantmer demanded. “Where is Kallia Saffa?”
 He directed an angry glare toward Kallia’s ministers, which included the grand vizier, Fenerath, freshly arrived with King Daniel’s forces, and Hajir, who had been serving these last several weeks in his absence. They shrank back nervously from the wizard.
 “Will nobody answer me? Where is she, sleeping? I demand to see her at once.”
 Darik had grown used to Chantmer’s moods, and didn’t interrupt him as he raged. He moved over to stand by Ethan and King Daniel, the latter so much stronger than he’d been the last time Darik had seen him that he may as well have been a different man. He was tall and strong like Whelan, with a jaw like his dead brother Roderick’s, yet there was something softer in his eyes, more like the youngest of the four brothers, Ethan.
 “Chantmer,” Daniel said. “What is this all about?”
 “We cannot bind enough magic from these people,” Chantmer said in a tone of false patience, as if he were speaking to a small child. “We need more than they can give us.”
 “Yes, Darik was telling me earlier. You want to use the prisoners. I don’t like any of this—it seems like something the dark wizard would do.”
 This had been Darik’s point, also. He had confessed to Daniel the pleasure that surged through him every time the needles touched his skin, the horror and self-loathing he felt when that was coupled with the cries of his victims.
 “What we have now is losing strength,” Chantmer said, “like fortified wine adulterated with water. Every day, a little more, until now it’s more water than wine.”
 Daniel frowned. “So your magic no longer works? The part where you draw it from the suffering of others, you mean?”
 “It no longer works at the same strength, no.” Chantmer tugged at his beard and turned on his heel to pace across the floor of the throne room, head bowed and lips muttering. “I don’t understand it,” he said when he came back. “It doesn’t work that way when we use our own pain. Why should it be different with the pain of others?”
 “We shall provide more volunteers,” Fenerath said. The grand vizier nodded. “Yes, double, if necessary. I will offer myself to the torturers, if it would help. All of us will.”
 “No, that would be pointless. It wouldn’t work.”
 “Why not?” Darik asked. “If each glass of wine has half the strength, then we must drink twice as much to get the same effect. And if it weakens again, we can have three glasses, or four. Whatever is necessary. Why wouldn’t that work?”
 “Do you have some secret source of information?” Chantmer asked sarcastically. “Is there some bit of arcane knowledge to which you are privy? Some scrap or shred of information that you would have and I would not? Do you know anything at all? No, I did not think you did, so why do you run your mouth like it has diarrhea?”
 King Daniel met Darik’s gaze and gave him a sympathetic look, while Ethan threw up his hands in disgust and retreated from the throne room shaking his head. The wizard continued pacing, muttering, his brow furrowed. None of the mages or viziers risked disturbing him. Not even Daniel seemed anxious to interrupt.
 Darik drew the king away from the mages when Chantmer was on the far side of the room. “You see what we’re dealing with—he thinks he rules the city.”
 “Are we sure he doesn’t? It only took a few weeks in Marrabat for Chantmer to seize control,” Daniel said. “Nominally, he put me on the throne as sultan, and Marialla the sultana, but I’m not sure how we’d challenge him, not with all of those mages.”
 “I wish the khalifa were here. She would stand up to him.”
 “My wife is with her. Marialla says her sister is very ill.”
 Darik chewed his lip. “The cursed thing in her womb will no doubt try to kill her when it comes. But without the khalifa, none of us are strong enough to contend with Chantmer.”
 “Could even she manage?”
 “Yes, she could,” Darik said confidently. “One word from Kallia Saffa, and the city would rise against him.”
 “Then we’d better hope she regains her strength.” Daniel glanced at the wizard. “It might be necessary.”
 Chantmer came back. “We need more pain,” he declared.
 Roghan and the other mages nodded sagely. Darik edged back over to join them.
 “These volunteers are insufficient,” Chantmer continued. “I thought their devotion to their queen would help, but it doesn’t. It is a weakness that blunts their pain and fear.” He snapped his fingers at Fenerath, who hurried over. “Vizier. How many prisoners languish in your dungeons?”
 “I don’t know, but I can find out.”
 “Do so at once.” When he was gone, Chantmer continued. “No doubt there will be hundreds of prisoners. That should suffice for a couple of days. The real question is why this is necessary. What we were doing was effective, but now it is not. Why our strength should weaken, I cannot say, though it pains me to admit it.”
 Darik couldn’t resist needling. “I’ll bet Markal would know.”
 Chantmer turned a withering gaze. “I think not. In any event, we have no way to contact Markal, and it wouldn’t matter if he could give us an answer. We would still be forced to find alternative means.”
 Fenerath returned leading Hajir. The younger vizier seemed uncomfortable approaching the wizards.
 “Do you have answers?” Chantmer demanded.
 Hajir stroked nervously at the oiled tips of his beard. “Not as many prisoners as you would suppose. The khalifa ordered many of them released upon her ascension, and she has always ruled with a light touch.”
 “I have no time for this. How many can you give me?”
 “There are twenty-two men and four women in the dungeons.”
 “So few?” Chantmer sounded dismayed and horrified.
 “Yes, my lord. Twenty-six in total.”
 “I can add sums, you dolt. I should throw you to the torturers, it would save us all the trouble of dealing with a witless fool.”
 A lesser man of Balsalom would be groveling at the feet of the khalifa’s vizier, but it was Hajir who seemed to be shaking in fear, and now he rushed to explain himself.
 “The rest of the prisoners were released to join the army, or granted leniency by the khalifa, may she live forever. She ordered their ears docked, or their faces branded as thieves and brigands, but she kept behind only a few murderers and other violent people whose crimes had fallen short of execution.”
 “They will have to do,” Chantmer said. “For today. Tomorrow, we will look farther afield. Bring them from the dungeons.”
 Darik could no longer hold his tongue. “We have been commanded not to torture prisoners.” He fixed Hajir with a sharp look. “We all heard from the khalifa’s own mouth, may she live forever.”
 “This is true?” Fenerath asked. He had been with Daniel’s army when she’d made the proclamation.
 “Yes, Grand Vizier,” Hajir said. “But the wizard—”
 “The wizard is not your mistress.” Fenerath turned to Chantmer. “If the khalifa—may she live forever—ordered us not to touch the prisoners, then we surely will not.”
 “This is intolerable,” Chantmer said.
 “Yet tolerate it you must.”
 Darik eyed Fenerath with new appreciation. The former guildmaster of the merchants guild had been Darik’s father’s rival, and seemed overly cunning and calculating, but there was a strength to him, too, if he could stand up to Chantmer.
 “Where is she?” Chantmer said. “I demand to see Kallia Saffa.”
 “And what will you tell me when I come?” came a quiet voice from the far side of the room.
 The khalifa stood pale and erect, one hand on her swollen belly, the other against one of the fluted columns for support. Her sister Marialla held her arm and put a hand on the small of her back. Marialla was taller than Kallia, a striking, statuesque beauty. There were men who would be very envious of Daniel for being the one who’d earned her hand. Ethan was with the two women. He must have gone to fetch them when Chantmer started to rave.
 “I need more,” the wizard said as she crossed to him. “I agreed to use your volunteers before, but they aren’t enough. If you don’t give me more, this city will fall, and you will be responsible for the death of tens of thousands of your loyal subjects. Can you imagine the slaughter?”
 “Don’t patronize me, Chantmer. The fate of Balsalom weighs constantly on my mind. But what are you asking?”
 “More pain. More suffering. What I have now has failed. Give me more. I must have it!”
 Kallia looked at Darik. “Is it true what he says?”
 Darik chewed anxiously at his lip. “Yes, my queen. We were too weak to stop them last night. If not for Daniel’s arrival, the city would have fallen. Chantmer says that tonight will be worse, and I believe him.”
 “Give me the prisoners,” Chantmer said. “That will be enough for tonight, perhaps tomorrow, too. After that, we can make harder decisions if necessary.”
 “You will kill the prisoners?” she asked.
 “Yes. They will die in misery and terror.”
 “I see.”
 “It is no more than they deserve, and what’s more, their suffering will ensure—”
 “I am not a child,” she said sharply. Her tone held a bite of anger, and Chantmer, who was usually on the other side of such comments, fell silent.
 Kallia looked around the throne room, seeming to take in the other viziers, messengers, and captains of the watch who wished to speak with her. “Fenerath, send them all away. You go too, Hajir. Ethan, please leave. Chantmer, see your wizards to their courtyard. They can prepare their own tattoos, at least. I will have Marialla, Fenerath, Chantmer, and Daniel with me to make this decision. And Darik, of course.”
 “Darik?” Chantmer said. “You would send away my mages, but keep the boy?”
 “Yes. Quickly, now.”
 Moments later, the last footsteps echoed across the throne room, and the six of them were alone. Chantmer stood off a pace; the rest gathered around the khalifa.
 “I will make the decision,” she said, “but I want to hear your opinions. Chantmer has spoken his mind, but what about the rest of you? Daniel?”
 Daniel’s brow furrowed, and he didn’t respond for a long moment. Darik could see that he was giving it deliberate thought. Among them, Daniel probably understood the khalifa’s struggles better than the rest. His mind had been tormented by the dark wizard, and he had stepped down from the throne in favor of his brother Whelan, too weak to take up the standard as the warrior king.
 “No, I wouldn’t do it,” Daniel said at last. “I don’t trust Chantmer—he would betray us. For all I know, he has weakened these spells himself so as to push you into this decision. Tomorrow, he will push again. Soon, we’ll be slaughtering innocents to keep Chantmer fighting one more night.”
 “Preposterous,” Chantmer said. “You weren’t there, you couldn’t possibly know.”
 “I was there, I was fighting with my army for my very life. Or did you miss that part?”
 Marialla touched Daniel’s arm. “My husband, do not argue with him. This is not the time or place.”
 “Yes, of course.” Daniel nodded at Kallia. “I am firmly against it, Khalifa, but I will defer to your judgment.”
 “Chantmer, you have had your say already,” Kallia said. “Please do not distract us by disputing with each person who speaks.”
 The wizard scowled and turned his back. Darik studied him, looking for some hint of deception. He didn’t think Chantmer was betraying them again, at least not so obviously, but he hadn’t considered that the wizard might be weakening their attacks on purpose. Could Daniel be right?
 “Fenerath?” Kallia asked.
 The grand vizier eyed Chantmer, then glanced at Daniel, as if turning over both opinions. “I suggest we follow the wizard’s plan. Our position is desperate, and this magic is keeping the wights out of the city. I bowed to your wish in abolishing the torturers guild, but I didn’t agree with it. Some crimes are worthy of terrible retribution. And I would gladly sacrifice those criminals to save Balsalom.”
 Chantmer turned around. “Finally, some sense.”
 “Marialla?” Kallia asked her sister.
 “No,” the princess said quickly.
 The khalifa seemed surprised. “That is all? No reason?”
 “My reason is that I know your heart. You wouldn’t commit this evil if given a choice. As for the wizardry behind it—” Marialla waved dismissively. “—I know nothing of magic. But I don’t believe there can be only one way forward. We brought an entire army with us from Marrabat. Surely with their aid, the city will be spared long enough to send for help. The griffin people may arrive, perhaps, or the barbarian wizards.”
 Chantmer looked like he wanted to say something else, but Kallia gave him a sharp look, and he kept his mouth shut for once.
 “That leaves you, Darik,” Kallia said.
 “With apologies, my queen,” Darik began hesitantly, “I don’t think . . . I’m not so wise or knowledgeable as to add my voice to the debate.”
 Chantmer lifted his eyebrows. He gave Darik a curt nod that looked almost like respect.
 “You are one of my husband’s closest friends,” Kallia said, “and you have studied with wizards and fought by their side. Perhaps you can imagine what Markal would say. Would he tell me to do this?”
 Darik had considered this question many times already. During his fitful hours of sleep, he’d even dreamed of Markal, argued with him about it in his sleep.
 “No,” Darik said at last. “Markal wouldn’t do it. I know he wouldn’t.”
 Chantmer snorted. “I’ve known Markal since before you were born. Since before your parents were born, your grandparents. You walk with him a few weeks, and you think you know his mind?”
 “Chantmer, please!” Kallia said. “By the Brothers, can you stop?”
 “I imagine this is how the dark wizard started,” Darik said. “How anyone who sets himself down the wrong path begins. It’s one single step, followed by another and another.” He pointedly avoided glancing at Chantmer as he said this. “One justification follows the next in pursuit of power or security or whatever noble-seeming goal you have in mind. First, we torture volunteers, then we torture prisoners. Finally, innocents. How long until the city is filled with the corpses of our victims?
 “Once we start, we can’t control it,” he continued. “Whatever magic we draw from the pain and suffering of others is sure to have unintended effects. For all we know, our torture is already strengthening the wights, enabling them to stay together as a coherent army, maybe even keeping them from the grasp of the Harvester. I don’t think so—I think there is a material difference between pain given willingly and pain coerced, inflicted on the unwilling.”
 “I won’t be silent any longer,” Chantmer said. “Maybe there is some truth in what the boy says. It is not idle speculation, I will grant him that. But let me ask you. What choice do we have? What choice do any of us have?”
 “We can choose not to kill our own people,” Kallia said.
 “You don’t think your husband is making these decisions each and every day? Every time he sends men into battle, he knows some of them may die.”
 “Yes, they may die,” she said. “War is uncertain. But Whelan is hoping for a great victory at little cost, to sell the lives of his men as dearly as possible.”
 “Yes, precisely. He sends a hundred men to hold a ridge line, knowing they will die to the last man, but knowing that sacrificing them will preserve a thousand lives in turn. And they are not willing victims. Most, no doubt, would prefer to be anywhere but facing the enemy’s sword.”
 Kallia fell silent. Darik looked at her, studying the anguish on her face. She looked to Daniel. “Is this what your brother thinks when he leads men into battle? Tell me, you understand.”
 Daniel looked uncomfortable. “It is no easy thing to send men to their death. Sometimes, the situation is more desperate than others. Yes, what Chantmer says may be true.”
 “It is true, you know it is,” Chantmer pressed. “Spill the blood of one to save ten. Spill the blood of ten thousand to save a kingdom. And Khalifa, do you need Daniel’s opinion on the matter? Didn’t you launch a bloody revolt against the dark wizard yourself? Didn’t you make these same decisions?”
 “I did,” she said in a low voice, with a glance at the grand vizier. “Terrible decisions.”
 “What are the souls of this city worth?” Chantmer continued, and now they seemed helpless to resist his arguments. “They are worth the lives of a few criminals, certainly. Former slaves, the elderly, the wounded in battle, and others who cannot otherwise contribute to the defense of the city—they will die anyway if we don’t use their strength.” Chantmer waved his hand at Darik. “What he says is true. There is a terrible risk in stepping down this path. But if we don’t, an army of wights will pour into the city this very night. Balsalom will be destroyed by morning.”
 “There has to be another way,” Darik said. “I can’t believe our only choice is to use the dark wizard’s own tactics.”
 “There is no other way,” Chantmer said triumphantly. “We must have pain, and it must be drawn from those who do not suffer willingly.”
 “What kind of pain?” Kallia asked.
 “It doesn’t matter. Physical agony, so long as it is extracted from the unwilling, and so long as it is terrible and frightening to behold. The kind that would make the weak-hearted run from the room because it is too awful to behold. So unless you know some other way to get that—”
 “I do know a way,” she interrupted, her voice soft, but penetrating.
 Everyone looked at her, waiting. Even Chantmer wore an expectant look, as if hearing the serious note to her voice.
 Kallia put a hand to her belly. “Would the suffering of their queen be a worthy defense for the people of Balsalom?”
 
 



Chapter Seventeen
 For two days, Daria and her army of griffin riders had been following a trail of destruction through the khalifates. She had been flying hard toward Veyre, trying to overtake the dragon before it reached King Whelan’s army and devastated it. Twice, they caught small packs of dragon wasps and their riders and destroyed them. Another time, they came upon the burning wreckage of a village; Daria wanted to land and question the survivors, but her fellow riders balked at coming down among the flatlanders, so she ordered them on.
 But shortly, they were flying over a scorched terrain of rolling hills and farmsteads, villages and larger towns, all burned and burning. Bodies lay everywhere, so fresh the vultures and crows had not yet set into them. A farmhouse sent fire rolling into the sky, and when Daria drifted south toward the Tothian Way, she saw a long, burning train of wagons, with dead mules and camels, and slaughtered men wearing the cloaks and tunics of Balsalom. A massive supply caravan, destroyed before it could reach Whelan’s army.
 Daria was surprised that the dragon would expend its carefully stoked fires this far from the main battle, but could think of nothing else that would cause such widespread devastation. Maybe it had truly turned rogue, uncontrolled by any man or wizard.
 The daylight was short this late in the year, and as dusk crept over the land she searched for a place to spend the night. Safer not to press on in the dark, when they were more vulnerable to ambush. They should reach Veyre in the morning, and if they couldn’t catch the dragon first, they would at least be close behind. They had been camping north of the Tothian Way, and she decided to make a change to make them harder to find. Daria signaled for the others to follow her south. A few minutes later, they reached the Tothian Way.
 The great highway was glowing. From high above, it looked like an enormous bluish-white snake slithering east in a single, pulsing movement. Her mother and her Uncle Jhon came alongside and pointed down. Daria nodded to show that she saw and understood. She spoke in gestures.

Lead them forward. I’m going down to look. 
 Daria tugged the tether before her mother could argue, and sent Talon into a dive. He banked hard and pulled up thirty feet above the ground. Daria raced over the top of the glowing mass.
 Wights. An army of them. She had seen them plundering Ter and turning south to threaten Balsalom. Daria had warned the khalifa, and when the flock flew across the Desolation a few days later, Daria had seen Balsalom surrounded and besieged by the ghostly army. This must be another army entirely. There were thousands of them: men, horses, even giants and mammoths. The gathering darkness seemed to give speed to their silently marching feet and hooves, and a great sigh passed through their lips as the sun disappeared behind the western horizon.
 Daria had only a rough approximation of her distance from Veyre, but she couldn’t be far. These wights would reach Whelan’s forces before morning. Did the king know? Was he bracing himself already, or would he be attacked from behind with no warning? She had to tell him.
 Daria climbed higher in the sky and swung around to find Palina and Jhon. They had pulled the rest of the army away from the wights, and flew parallel to the Tothian Way perhaps a half mile south of the road. This was too complicated to explain by hand signals, so Daria pulled in next to her mother. Palina’s white griffin squawked nervously to have the larger golden griffin flying so close.
 Daria cupped her hand to her mouth. “I’m going east, to warn Whelan. Take the flock and find shelter for the night. In the morning—”
 “Let us go with you.”
 “No. The flock is exhausted. They need to rest before they face the dragon.”
 “So do you.”
 “Talon is stronger. He can fly all night if need be.”
 Palina said something else, but the wind swept away her words. Daria shouted for her to repeat herself.
 “I said, you can’t face the dragon alone.”
 “I won’t. I’m going to warn the king, that’s all. I’ll find a place to rest. We’ll meet over the battlefield tomorrow.”
 “It’s not safe,” Palina said.
 Jhon drew close from the other side and shouted across Daria. “Let her go. She knows what she’s doing.”
 Daria gestured to her mother. I’m going alone. Do not follow. 
 She dug her knees into Talon’s haunches. “Ska!”
 The golden griffin leaped ahead with a fresh burst of speed. After a few seconds, Daria glanced over her shoulder and was relieved to see her mother and uncle taking the rest of the flock south as ordered. In the darkness, they were shortly out of sight.
 The long, glowing snake of wights stretched another mile along the road before it ended. Daria was relieved to be clear of them, and eased up on Talon. After so many hours flying, he didn’t have the strength to sprint the last however-many miles to Whelan’s camp. She should arrive in plenty of time to give warning.
 A half mile further along the road, Daria overtook a small cluster of some dozen riders on horses. She saw at once they weren’t wights, and guessed they must be scouts for Whelan’s army who had detected the enemy force and were galloping back to give warning. They were heavily armored for scouts, though, and as she dipped lower to take a closer look, she saw that they were pursuing a solitary figure on horseback.
 It was too dark now to pick out the rider’s features, even with Daria’s excellent eyesight, but his horse was faltering. It was stumbling along, slowing in spite of the rider’s desperate attempts to keep it moving ahead of the enemy that pursued them relentlessly down the road.  
 Daria came in for a closer look as she overtook the fleeing rider, torn between wanting to help and needing to race ahead to warn King Whelan. She couldn’t stop, she decided reluctantly as she passed. There was too much at stake, and even from the sky, she’d be hard pressed to defeat a dozen heavily armored men.
 The rider was small, not a man at all, but a boy. Poor child, he must have survived an attack on his village and fled for his life, only to be spotted by outriders. They would shortly catch him and no doubt put him to the sword.
 The rider spotted Daria passing and screamed. “Help! Please!”
 It was a girl’s voice.
 Daria was two hundred yards past before she pulled up on the tether. Talon screamed, wanting to keep flying, perhaps disturbed by the smell of so many horses and men.
 The pack of riders had drawn within thirty yards of the girl. The lead men drew swords. In a few moments, they would be on top of her. The girl drew a crossbow. The sight reminded Daria of the battle at Sleptstock. Her heart thumped. She knew that figure.
 Daria brought Talon higher as she wheeled around. She dove in at an angle and was on top of the lead riders before they spotted the dark shape swooping in. Talon slammed into the front rider and knocked him from the saddle. As the griffin passed, he grabbed another man with his talons and tore him from his mount. When they were forty feet off the ground, Daria ordered Talon to release. The man fell to the ground and slammed into the road. The other riders faltered momentarily, but quickly resumed their pursuit.
 Meanwhile, to Daria’s disbelief, the rider Talon had hurled to the ground now climbed to his feet and grabbed for his horse’s reins as the skittish animal pranced and snorted. How was that possible? The fall should have killed him.
 They were ravagers, that was why, undead knights riding along the flanks of the army of wights to keep them flowing east toward the battle. And now, they were about to kill the girl, and maybe Daria too, if she wasn’t careful.
 Daria circled for another attack. This time, the ravagers had their swords at the ready as she came in, and some of them leaped from their saddles to get at Talon. If Daria had flown low a second time, they’d have opened the griffin’s belly. But she pulled up at the last moment and raced by just out of their reach.
 Her aim was to slow the ravagers long enough to let the girl escape. Indeed, for a moment, the girl pulled ahead. Daria came back in for another attack. This time, she looped her foot in the tether and leaned over until she was upside down beneath Talon. Her blade clanged against a ravager’s sword. She twisted away from another thrust that would have pierced her throat.
 Ahead, the girl and her horse darted from the road and into a clump of scrubby trees. She picked her way along, perhaps hoping that the ravagers would keep their attention on the griffin and its rider and miss her flight from the road. But the enemy spotted her, and without sound or signal, left the road to pursue.
 The girl turned in the saddle and fired her crossbow. The bolt sank in the throat of the lead ravager. It was a perfect shot, considering the distance, the terrible light, and the terror any reasonable person would feel in her position. But the ravager tore out the bolt, let out an inarticulate cry of rage, and charged at her.
 Now that the girl was among the trees, Daria had a hard time getting down to the battle. The branches would snag Talon if she flew too low. She swooped in the best she could, harrying the enemies when they galloped into a clearing. Soon, they entered the woods again. Daria climbed higher and sheathed her sword. The girl broke into the open, and two ravagers closed on her from either side. Daria and Talon dove again. This time, their target was the girl.
 Talon seized her in his claws. He dragged her off the horse, and as they climbed higher, the girl screamed from the eagle-like talons piercing her cloak. The griffin bent his head as if to tear at her with his beak. He didn’t understand.
 “No!” Daria cried. She swung around to Talon’s underbelly, wrestling with his head to keep him from ripping the girl apart.
 Daria couldn’t reach her without untethering herself, so she stretched and unhooked the loop from around her ankle. Soon, she was completely detached, the end of the tether in her hand, and climbing down to Talon’s legs where he held the girl. They flew a hundred feet above the ground in the night sky and were still climbing.
 Daria looped the tether around the girl’s wrist. The girl was still struggling in the talons, and Daria didn’t get her tied off a moment too soon. Talon released his hold to let her fall, exactly as he’d been trained. The girl tumbled away with a cry. The tether snapped tight when she reached the end. The griffin screamed at the unexpected weight still pulling down on him.
 The girl didn’t panic, but snatched the tether and held on with both hands. Daria grabbed a handful of feathers and swung herself back up onto Talon’s back. She secured herself, then hauled the girl up inch by inch. The girl was slight of build, but it was no easy thing to lift her around the beating wings, with the wind buffeting Daria’s face.
 The girl reached the safety of Talon’s back and sat gasping for air and hanging onto Daria’s waist for several seconds. When she had regained her wits, she peered down at the ground with wide eyes.
 Daria, turning to watch, studied the girl’s face. She’d been right. The girl was Sofiana, King Whelan’s daughter.
 “Why were you alone?” Daria asked, worried. “What happened to Darik?”
 “Don’t worry about him,” Sofiana said. “He stayed behind in Balsalom.”
 “Thank the Mountain Brother. But why did he leave you?”
 Sofiana said something, but the wind tore away her words, and Daria had to show her how to speak mouth-to-ear, like a griffin rider.
 “I don’t need Darik,” the girl scoffed. “He would have forced me to stay in Balsalom, and anyway, I think the city is under attack by the wights, so it wouldn’t have been safe there.”
 “It isn’t any safer on the road. Those ravagers almost had you.”
 “You’re not going to start, too? You think because I’m a girl that I need to be coddled?”
 “Because you’re a girl?” Daria said, laughing. “Look at me.”
 “Well, then, because I’m not grown up yet. I can take care of myself.”
 “How old are you?”
 Sofiana thrust out her chin. The wind whipped the hair back from her face. “Thirteen. I know what you’re thinking, but let me tell you—”
 “I’m not thinking anything of the kind,” Daria said.
 “You’re not?”
 “I made my first solo flight when I was six years old, fought my first battle when I was eleven. Became the flockheart at nineteen when my father died.”
 Daria glanced back again to see Sofiana watching with wide eyes.
 “Can I ask you a question?” the girl asked.
 “Of course.”
 “You’re not really in love with Darik, are you?” Sofiana sounded horrified by the thought.
 Daria laughed again. “I am! The next time I see him, I’m going to marry him, even if it’s in the middle of a battle.”
 Sofiana groaned. “Why would someone like you be interested in someone like him? You’re the queen of the griffin riders!”
 Daria didn’t understand the question. Was it a choice? Why did she love her mother, why did she feel a surge of warmth and affection when she wrapped her arms around her griffin’s neck? Why did a griffin imprint itself upon its mate so fiercely that she would stand over her partner’s dead body to protect it? That kind of love was part instinct, part respect and tenderness of feeling, and finally, part a deep and aching need for intimacy and physical affection.
 Of course, an undersize griffin couldn’t carry a too-large rider, and a griffin that was too powerful and headstrong could overpower a weak rider. So, too, it was important to find a compatible mate. But Daria certainly wasn’t looking for a superior mate, anymore than she was looking for someone she could dominate. Was Darik her equal? Was that the most important question?
 In the end, she loved Darik because she loved him. And because he loved her in return.
#
 It was at least twenty miles before they reached the western flanks of King Whelan’s army. Daria came in low over the Tothian Way to search for the king’s tent, but frightened archers drove her higher. She supposed that a large, dark shape at night would alarm men who were wary about dragons, but it was a disheartening welcome.
 Even though it was now the middle of the night, the entire army seemed to be on the move. Men mounted their horses, while others marched east in formation. There must be a battle raging near the city that was drawing them, but all this movement would also leave Whelan’s army exposed to the rear, unless she could deliver a warning about the wights. But arrows chased her off every time she tried to find a place to land.
 And so they continued east, looking for Whelan and Markal. Daria brought them over a hillock covered with tents and makeshift stables, and got her first glimpse of Veyre and the sea. The moon, stained red from the rising smoke, seemed to hover over the great city. An immense temple-like building sat at its middle, a ziggurat that was so vast and foreboding that she knew it must be the Dark Citadel itself. And inside, she realized with a shudder, the dark wizard himself must be directing his war.
 Beyond the city, lay the sea. She’d never seen it before. It seemed a vast, featureless expanse, as black at night as dragon’s blood and as flat and endless as the southern deserts. Massive waves crashing into the seawall all along the coast hinted at the ocean’s power.
 A tremendous battle was churning on the plain outside Veyre. Fire raged along the parapets of the city, and part of the wall had collapsed near the city gates. Massive siege engines hurled boulders at the walls, and other machines launched flaming bolts over them and into the city, while the Eriscobans and Balsalomians pressed toward the breach. Hundreds of desperate defenders seemed to be fighting a losing battle to keep the king’s army from flooding into the city.
 A green light arced from the ground outside the city and lashed like an enormous whip along the city wall. Defenders fell screaming from the battlement, their clothing burning with green fire.
 It was magic, and that meant Markal or Narud. If she could find the wizards, they’d be able to get a warning to Whelan about the advancing army of wights to their rear. But the people, the chaos, and the noise and fire all terrified her.
 “Down there!” Sofiana cried in Daria’s ear. She pointed. “My father’s colors. That’s him.”
 A group of horsemen waited in the wings outside the city, beyond arrow range. They numbered several hundred, gathered into three separate companies. Daria didn’t know if they were preparing to storm into the breach, or if they were a reserve to fight off enemy sallies, but they were separated from the main battle, and there was some sort of shed with a tunnel burrowing into the ground nearby. She could land on top of the shed and pass a message to the king without ever touching the ground.
 Daria circled the battlefield above both the walls and the brawling armies. She put her horn to her lips and let out a long, clear blast. People lifted their heads. Men cheered in Whelan’s army, and soon a roaring shout rose from thousands of throats.
 She veered back over the king and descended to land on the shed. Sofiana jumped off Talon’s back and stood on the shed waving her arms at a small clump of men who came riding toward them.
 “Father!” The girl jumped down to the ground, still waving her arms.
 Whelan rode tall in the saddle. He wore a helmet and a gleaming breastplate. His massive two-handed sword was sheathed over his shoulder. Daria couldn’t see the king’s expression, but she could see his anxious posture, almost feel his worry and longing for his daughter.
 Daria gripped Talon’s reins in her hand. “Warn him,” she called after Sofiana. “Tell him about the wights. He has to protect his rear flank or it will be overrun.”
 “I will! Stay safe!”
 Daria didn’t wait for the men to arrive, but dug her heels into Talon’s haunches, and the griffin lifted with heavy, flapping wings. Daria glanced down as Whelan hoisted Sofiana into the saddle, where the two embraced. Daria allowed herself a smile at the warm moment amongst all the bloodshed.
 She lifted the horn to her lips once more as she climbed above the battlefield. She meant to sound a final blast of encouragement before turning west to meet her mother and the rest of her people. A promise that she would return with the others to join the fight. But before Daria could blow it, another great cry roared through the armies.
 They must have spotted her, she thought at first. But there was a different tenor to their cries—dismay and fear. Daria looked toward the city. And she spotted her enemy there, rising from the uppermost tower of the Dark Citadel.
 It was the dragon. Its head was large enough to swallow a griffin and its rider whole, its thick tail powerful enough to smash a house with a single blow. Smoke rose from its nostrils, and the air shimmered with heat about its mouth. It was black and scaly, and so massive that she marveled how such a thing could get airborne. 
 The dragon turned toward Daria and let out a bellowing roar that rolled like thunder over the city, the walls, the plains, and the armies fighting below. Daria’s mount, a fierce golden griffin captured and tamed from the icy northern wilderness, shivered beneath her.
 The dragon turned toward Daria and beat its mighty wings as it came to attack.
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 Kallia writhed on the flagstones. The pain was like fire in her belly, molten lead poured down her throat, and a glowing hot poker shoved up her nether regions. She screamed. Her bowels heaved and flowed, and she threw up.
 A girl’s gentle hand touched her forehead with a damp cloth. “I am here, my queen.”
 It was Rima, her servant girl. Kallia whimpered and leaned gratefully toward the damp cloth. Another attack rolled over her.
 “Don’t touch her!” a hard voice said. Some dim part of her mind said it was Chantmer.
 “But, my lord,” the girl said. “Please, I beg you.”
 “Someone get this girl out of here,” Chantmer said. “We don’t need her or want her here.”
 “For pity’s sake,” came another voice. This one was Darik’s. “What harm would it do?”
 “We are not trying to ease her pain, you dolt. The more suffering, the better. It’s flowing out of her like a river, we only need to capture it. Roghan, ink the boy. Quickly, before the attack passes.”
 A chanting voice, a tearing sensation at Kallia’s belly, like clawed fingers reaching into her belly and ripping at her guts to pull away her pain and use it for its own purposes. The thing growing within her had been motionless to that point, but now it flipped over and gave a hard kick, then thrashed about for several seconds, only residing when Kallia’s pain eased.
 “Interesting,” Chantmer said. “And alarming, at the same time.”
 The khalifa opened her eyes and saw through her streaming tears that the wizard was bent over her, his hand on her belly. It was after nightfall, and torches lit the courtyard, casting faces in flickering light and shadow. Distant war horns sounded. Word had come an hour earlier that the attack had begun, but Chantmer had declared himself not yet strong enough to fight. He’d already taken the strength of one of Kallia’s fits earlier that afternoon, and seemed reluctant to leave the palace until he had the second one as well.
 She turned her head and saw Darik in a chair, one of the mages bending over his bare shoulders with needles and ink, fingers flying across the skin, tattooing a snaking design with green and red hues. The young man leaned back in his chair breathing heavily, moaning, but not with pain. It seemed to be pleasure. Other mages sat and submitted to tattoos from the conjurers and torturers of Balsalom.
 A final shudder worked down Kallia’s body, and she was aware that she was lying in her own filth and vomit. She was humiliated and disgusted. Sharp knives still worked in her belly, hinting that the next wave of pain would arrive shortly.
 “The Harvester take me,” Darik said, sitting up in his chair as the mage finished his work. The young man turned his gaze toward the khalifa with such a look of horror that she had to look away. “I can’t do this anymore.”
 “Has it always moved like that?” Chantmer said. He prodded at her belly. “It looked like it was trying to tear itself free.”
 She pushed his hand away. “No, only rarely.”
 “It must have felt me working.” His gaze sharpened. “Have you ever tried to kill it?”
 “I don’t think it can be killed. I don’t think it is even alive.”
 “No, I don’t suppose it is. Not yet. And when it comes, when it does live, it will be no easier to kill than the dark wizard himself. In a sense, it is the dark wizard. His final rebirth to keep him safe from the Harvester forever. I should be on hand when it comes. Perhaps I can—”
 Kallia didn’t hear the rest of it. Her breath came more quickly. The pain was mounting again. Moments now, to the next wave of the attack.
 “It’s . . . here,” she gasped.
 A scream came out of her mouth. Dimly, she heard the wizards working again.
 The pain this time was so intense that it pushed her to the edge of consciousness. She couldn’t bear it anymore, and lifted her head to dash it against the flagstones of the courtyard. Anything to end it. Someone caught her head. Other hands grabbed her, but they weren’t gentle, and she tried to tear free.
 The attack seemed to go on and on with no end to it, wave after terrible wave. Each crest pushed her to the point of senselessness before withdrawing. Until finally, at long last, it ended. She lay shuddering and crying.
 “Get back from her,” Darik said. “Move back, Chantmer, you’ve done enough. It’s over, can’t you see that? Rouhani, help me.”
 “We have what we need,” Chantmer said. “Now our duty is on the city walls. Come, leave her.”
 “Don’t touch me!” Darik snapped. “I’ll go when I’ve seen her to her rooms.”
 The captain of the guard joined Darik in lifting Kallia. She let them carry her out of the courtyard and down the corridor.
 “I’m so sorry,” Darik whispered. “Please forgive me, Kallia.”
 She couldn’t speak, but squeezed his wrist where he had her around the waist to let him know she wasn’t angry with him. They left her in her room with Rima, who was already preparing the wash basin to clean her up, and rushed off without another word. If Kallia could have, she’d have thanked them, especially Darik. That look of ecstasy on his face when he’d been drawing her pain was unsettling, but more so was the look of horror as he recovered from it. She had suffered terribly, but her ordeal was over for now, while he was left with the knowledge that his pleasure had come from her suffering. What a burden for him to bear.
 Kallia let Rima bathe her and rub her with scented oil. She dressed in clean-smelling underclothes and silk paijams and climbed into bed. She didn’t want to sleep, she wanted to put on clean robes and ride to the city walls to watch the battle and direct it so far as she was able. But she was too weak and exhausted. She took the girl’s hand as Rima pulled up the cotton sheet, and brought it to her lips.
 “Thank you, Rima.”
 “Khalifa, may you live forever,” Rima murmured.
 “Live forever, no. To survive the night is sufficient. By morning, we may all be dead.”
 A shudder worked down the girl’s body to her trembling hand, which Kallia still held.
 “I’m frightened,” Rima said. “May I stay here with you?”
 “Wouldn’t you rather be with your family?”
 “I must remain nearby so I can attend to you. I would go next door, but I am frightened to be alone.”
 “It’s all right, Rima. You may go to your family, I release you.”
 “My father is with the guard. My mother will be terrified and crying prayers to the Brothers all night long. My sisters, sobbing, and my grandmother, wailing. Please, my queen. You are so much braver, and I am so frightened.”
 Was she braver? Kallia didn’t feel it. And the girl had seen her attacks, their fearsome intensity, the way the khalifa would scream for mercy. Was it possible after witnessing them that Rima still saw her as brave?
 “In that case, lie down with me. Rest your head against my shoulder. There, like that.”
 Kallia took the shivering girl in her arms and made soothing noises until she quieted, holding her like she would have held her own child. Then, Kallia could no longer fight the exhaustion, and sleep came down upon her like a veil of black velvet.
#
 Sleep may have come, but not peace. Kallia found herself wandering barefoot among the Tombs of the Kings. She knew it must be a dream, that she couldn’t possibly be there, but at the same time, she felt perfectly awake. The sand was cool and dry between her toes, and she rubbed her fingers along the pitted surface of the ancient tombs. They dated from the time of Aristonia and lay on the far eastern boundary of that destroyed country. The Desolation of Toth lay not too many miles away, a blasted, cursed land of wights, where nothing would grow.
 There was no sign of wights now. No sign of Balsalom either, for that matter. She looked around to orient herself, but couldn’t spot the city. Only the tombs, and beyond that, a hazy, indistinct horizon. Nothing else existed in this dream world.
 A man stood next to one of the obelisks. He was tall and handsome, with long, dark hair and copper-colored skin. There was something noble in his face, like the faces of the older merchant families of Balsalom, and he had dark eyes flecked with gold, like Markal’s and Chantmer’s. He was, she realized, a pure-blooded Aristonian.
 The man looked at her, and for a moment, appeared startled. Then a calculating look entered his eyes, which unsettled her. He recognized her. But how?
 “Who are you?” she asked.
 “I am your son.”
 “I have no son.” Kallia’s hands touched her swollen belly.
 “No? Are you certain?”
 He grinned, and though he was handsome, his smile was unpleasant. If he opened his mouth wider, she felt as though she would see a yawning black pit.
 “You are the thing growing inside me,” she said. 
 “I am the lord of this world,” he said. “That which grows inside you is the vessel that will contain me.”
 “Are you . . . the dark wizard?”
 “That is one of my names, yes. Another is King Toth.”
 “Why me? Why not take another body, like you did with Cragyn?”
 “Those vessels are imperfect. They are weak and vulnerable, and they can no longer contain me. That is why I needed you.”
 “Only I can’t contain you, either,” she said, understanding more. “That is why it hurts, why it tears at me. What you placed in me is a perversion of the gift of life, a mockery of the Harvester. He hunts you, he would destroy you, and this is your way to elude him.”
 “How do you know this?” he demanded. He took a step toward her. “Who told you about the dark gatherer?”
 She shrank back. “Nobody told me, nobody needed to tell me. What I know is the wisdom every woman possesses, passed down from mothers and midwives. The Harvester gathers the souls of the dead, he grinds them between his millstones, and from them come the souls of every child born to this world. Without the dark gatherer, there can be no rebirth.”
 Kallia collected her courage. She didn’t know if Toth could hurt her here, in this dream world, but if so, there was no way she would be able to stop him. It was no time for cowardice.
 “All these months, it grows inside me,” she continued. “An empty vessel. It has no soul because you have perverted the natural cycle of life. It is meant to hold you.”
 Toth stepped toward her. Anger flashed in his eyes, but she refused to look away, to cringe in fear. When he had drawn close, he bared his teeth in a wolfish smile.
 “Whelan and Markal think they can defeat me. But now you know. My death in the Dark Citadel would only bring about my rebirth here.”
 He put a hand on her belly. His touch was as cold as iron in the winter. Kallia gasped at the chill that radiated through her. The thing growing inside her stirred.
 She grabbed Toth by the wrist and tried to wrestle his hand away. He was as immovable as stone.
 “You think you have felt pain before?” he said. “Wait until I emerge. Then, you will see.”





Chapter Nineteen
 Markal’s heart leaped into his throat as he watched the dragon flying at Daria. For a moment, he thought she would be foolish enough to face the monster alone, but she cut sharply toward the sea, flying above the cliffs that loomed along the northern coast, where she shortly disappeared into the darkness.
 Meanwhile, Whelan had been leading Markal and the knights back toward the army crashing into the city walls. His daughter rode behind him, her mouth at his ear as she passed him news. Markal’s sensitive ears picked out a few words over the clash and din of the battlefield. Sofiana was saying something about wights.
 Movement to the north caught his eye. It was Daria again, visible against the moon and the light of a hundred fires that left the night in a perpetual red glow. She was returning toward the battlefield, with the dragon close behind.

No, not back here. Take that thing away from the battle. 
 If she couldn’t defeat the dragon, at least she could keep it from incinerating the king’s army. But no sooner had Markal formed the thought, than he received his answer. A flock of dragon wasps and their riders pursued her from the north, forcing her back toward the dragon.
 The dragon blasted a cone of fire. Daria veered to avoid it, and shot over Markal’s head. The dragon turned to chase her. Markal gaped at its huge black underbelly. Archers fired arrows as it passed, but they clinked harmlessly off its armored underbelly. The dragon riders came after, but they stayed high and out of range.
 Whelan and Markal reached Hoffan’s mounted knights. It was a powerful force of several hundred men waiting to charge the breach. Narud waited with them, along with Timothe and Philina, who had arrived several hours earlier, shortly after one of the mines had collapsed the section of wall Whelan’s army was now fighting over.
 Whelan shouted to get Hoffan’s attention, and the mountain lord brought his horse trotting over. “Take your men,” Whelan said. “Ride back to the gulch west of camp—”
 “Now?” Hoffan demanded, his eyes wide. He glanced toward the walls. “Have you lost your nerve?”
 “Listen to me!” Whelan said in a commanding tone. Hoffan snapped his mouth shut. “The enemy has raised an army of wights, and they’re attacking our western flank. They are led by ravagers.”
 Hoffan cursed.
 “You must form a defense, or the battle will be lost,” Whelan said. “I will press into the city. Stop the wights, by the Brothers. You must.”
 Hoffan turned away, already shouting instructions to his captains.
 Markal’s fellow wizards had come up on their horses to listen. If this horrifying news was true, Hoffan would need help. He’d be hard pressed to stop the ravagers, and in bigger trouble still against the wights, unless he had magic to aid his fight.
 “Philina and Timothe,” Markal said, “ride with Hoffan. You must stop these wights.”
 Philina’s thick eyebrows gathered in a frown. “You know that is impossible. Perhaps with you and Narud, but the two of us alone?” She glanced at Timothe, who was the youngest and weakest of the four wizards. “I need you with me.”
 “I can’t.” Markal said. “The king needs me by his side.”
 “Narud, then.”
 “And I need Narud. He alone can break the gates of the Dark Citadel. It will take all his remaining strength.”
 “Then you mean to face the dark wizard alone?” Philina asked. “You are not strong enough, Markal. You know this.”
 Her eyes flashed, and there was a hint of her cousin Nathaliey in her face. Nathaliey had fallen in the battle at Arvada, and combined with Chantmer’s betrayal, her death had left the Order of the Wounded Hand weak and disorganized. If only Markal had Chantmer and Nathaliey. The dark wizard was vulnerable and weakened—with Narud to break down the walls, and with Chantmer and Nathaliey at Markal’s side . . . but there was nothing to be done for it.
 “Not alone,” Markal said. He nodded toward Whelan, who was giving urgent orders to a second company of knights.
 “Tell me,” Philina urged. Narud and Timothe also stared at Markal. There was doubt in their eyes. “What do you intend to do?”
 Markal withdrew Memnet’s orb from his cloak and showed it to them. “I will hold the dark wizard at bay while Whelan finishes the deed.”
 The doubt deepened on Philina’s face. Timothe stared, visibly frightened. Narud’s expression was dark and troubled. None of them believed in him. He wasn’t sure if he believed in himself.
 Hoffan finished organizing his men, and they peeled away toward the rear of the battlefield. Philina gave Markal a final look and nodded to Timothe, and the two wizards rode after the mountain lord.
 Whelan had found a horse for his daughter and sent men to gather fresh cavalry to take the place of Hoffan’s departing men. They could only manage a small force, as their mounted forces had already suffered heavy losses throughout the afternoon and evening.
 Veyrians had roared out of the gates about two hours earlier. It was a small army of no more than two thousand, but the fighting at the breach had been so hot, Markal hadn’t thought the enemy had additional troops in reserve. For several minutes, the Veyrians drove a wedge in Whelan’s army, until finally, three companies of mounted Eriscobans threw them back. The Eriscobans suffered in the victory and had been left shattered, leaderless, their captains killed. Whelan now collected the remnants. They were joined minutes later by thirty Knights Temperate—Roderick’s former men.
 Whelan was thus able to gather a force of some two hundred mounted men in all. They were battle hardened and some of the best fighters in the army, but Markal would have preferred a greater number. These would have to suffice.
 Pasha Boroah’s Balsalomians had now been battling for nearly three hours at the breach, and their attack had faltered. Only by sheer will and the similarly exhausted state of the enemy had they remained in the fight. Whelan ordered a trumpet call for Boroah’s men to fall back.
 The Veyrians were not so foolish as to rush out in pursuit of the departing army. If they had, they’d have been caught in the open and destroyed by a fresh force of Eriscobans. This reserve of footmen from the kingdoms of Rathlek and Estmor had participated in throwing back Pasha Ismail’s Veyrians a few weeks ago in the fighting along the Tothian Way and numbered nearly four thousand men advancing in two wedge-shaped forces.
 Whelan’s siege engines launched a fresh barrage of stones and flaming bolts. A giant ball of flaming pitch soared in a high arc over Markal’s head, and he couldn’t resist tearing a strip of magic from the orb to send speeding after the fiery missile. The ball of pitch flared with bright, flaming light that illuminated the city walls, the two armies, and the entire battlefield in a harsh light. It slammed into the Veyrians at the breach, lighting men on fire. Their screams rose above the din.
 In the midst of this chaos, the first advancing Eriscobans slammed into a freshly formed shield wall of Veryians. The fighting raged once more, but the enemy did not fall back into the city.
 “Break, damn you,” Whelan muttered. He turned to Markal. “They serve the dark wizard. What devilry keeps them fighting for such evil?”
 Markal stared into the battle. The dead and dying were heaped in great piles, and more Eriscobans were falling with every moment spent in the gap, with spears and swords at their front and archers on the walls firing arrows from above. Yet some of the Eriscobans had smashed through to the second rank and more joined the fight every moment.
 “They are weakened,” Markal said. “Perhaps now.”
 Whelan’s gaze turned sharp, and he leaned forward. His daughter sat tall in the saddle next to him, her crossbow in hand.
 “Almost,” the king murmured. “Yes, forward, men. Just a little more. Yes, into that gap.”
 Whelan drew Soultrup from its sheath. He lifted it slowly. His men tensed, their horses stamping and snorting. Markal nodded to Narud, who returned the nod.
 So intent was Markal on waiting for the king’s signal, that he didn’t spot the movement in the sky until it was right over him, the enormous black shape of the dragon, swooping toward the gap in the walls. There was no sign of Daria. Markal’s heart sank. Where was she? By the Brothers, had she fallen to this monster?
 The dragon opened its mouth, and flames roared out. They spewed down on the breach. Fire rolled across the Eriscobans and into the city. The effect was much like Markal’s spell minutes earlier, except tenfold greater. Hundreds of men screamed and flailed. Both armies were caught by the fiery dragon’s breath, and all fighting ceased for the moment as men fled in every direction. But Whelan’s army had taken the brunt of it. The attack was already faltering, even as the dragon lifted high and wheeled around to take another pass.
 Narud drew back his sleeves. “I’ll drive it away.”
 “No!” Markal shouted. “You must save your strength.”
 “We can’t get into the city past that thing. I can buy us a few hours.”
 “Do what I say!” Markal snapped.
 Whelan had held his sword aloft during the dragon’s initial attack and was still studying the battlefield with such a look of intense, unchanging concentration that it was almost as if he hadn’t seen the beast. Now, he slashed the blade forward, a bellowing shout at his lips. His horse sprang into a gallop. Two hundred men rode behind him. Markal, Narud, and Sofiana joined them.
 The collective roar was deafening as they galloped toward the city wall. Balsalomians and Eriscobans parted to let them through. Soon, they were at the breach. The city walls of Veyre were forty feet high and fifteen feet thick at the base, but the mine had collapsed a long section into a heap of rubble that had been slowly stripped away by Whelan’s army throughout the day and night of the attack.
 The breach opened between two guard towers. One was ruined and half collapsed, the peaked wooden roof burning. The other remained intact, and the archers above were raining arrows down on the attackers. However, some of the Eriscobans had fought their way up the stone staircase and reached the wall walk, and shortly the archers were driven off.
 Markal pushed forward with the king’s mounted force until the bulk of them were inside the city and in the midst of the raging battle. Smoke filled the air from windlasses, wagons, and surrounding buildings roaring with flames from the dragon’s fire. Dead and dying men were all around them. Burned, they all looked alike, blackened and horrible. The smell of scorched flesh was terrible, the screams, like something from a nightmare. The city itself was burning, a conflagration that spread east and south, with nobody to fight it.
 The Veyrians tried to form a shield wall when Whelan’s cavalry came through, but they were already engaged in combat. The first thrust from the cavalry broke their ranks. The enemy gave way, and Markal braced himself to charge through, but Whelan held them up. He seemed to have spotted a new threat. Where was that dragon?
 Two giants pushed through the enemy soldiers. Each stood fifteen feet tall, wore heavy armor, and was armed with clubs the size of a man and reinforced with iron spikes. A row of Veyrian pikemen formed ranks behind the giants, blocking the street with a second layer of defense. The way seemed suddenly impenetrable, and fresh enemy forces poured in from either side, threatening to trap King Whelan and several thousand of his men inside the city.
 A bellowing roar split the air, and down came the dragon, descending from the sky. It landed atop the wrecked, burning tower to Markal’s right. The monster’s heavy bulk broke apart the roof and sent flaming beams thundering to the ground. The dragon thrashed its tail and swung its massive head from side to side to clear the rest of the rubble out of its way. Broken blocks of stone crumbled and fell away.
 The dragon sat astride the broken tower, surrounded by fire and death and destruction. It turned its head toward the battlefield below, opened its mouth at Whelan’s army, and blasted fire.
 
 



Chapter Twenty
 Early in the evening, it seemed as though Chantmer and his mages would finally shatter the army of wights and send them wailing back into the Desolation. The undead army had diminished in numbers night by night. Like a living army throwing itself into battle again and again, gradually expending its energy, the dead also suffered losses. Every time a spell broke them apart or sent them fleeing, those who returned were fewer in number.
 Chantmer was in full confidence, Darik thought. The tall wizard strode up and down the walls, his robes flapping in the breeze, snapping orders to wizards and warriors alike. Darik obeyed without complaint, as did Captain Rouhani and Prince Ethan. Even the Marrabatti fought under Chantmer, with Daniel sending out sorties at his command.
 The wights had been probing all along the walls and now renewed their attack via the Tombs of the Kings. They infiltrated the sewers, came in through the Nye River, and hurled themselves at the Gate of the Dead. But Chantmer had anticipated just such a move and had positioned three thousand Marrabatti, backed by a hundred of Ethan’s Eriscobans, behind the Gate of the Dead. Darik and two mages cast spells over the weapons of the defenders, and they came pouring out of the city in neatly formed ranks.
 Such was the magic drawn from Kallia’s pain that the spells lingered on the swords, scimitars, and spears of the defenders, and they cut back the wights along a wide front. Soon, the enemy was in full retreat, scattering in every direction into the darkness. Defenders cheered along the city walls, and bells rang in the guild towers. Soon, they rang from one side of the city to the other and all the way to the palace.
 “No,” Chantmer said. He had appeared suddenly next to Darik and stood wrapped in his cloak, his face hidden behind his cowl. “We aren’t finished yet, not tonight.”
 “You think they’ll return?” Darik asked. “They looked broken to me.”
 “Look more closely.”
 Chantmer peered into the darkness, and Darik followed his gaze. He saw nothing. It seemed as though his eyesight had improved over the past few nights, but a few hundred yards beyond the city walls, everything was an impenetrable gloom.
 “I don’t see anything.”
 “Don’t look with your eyes. Feel. In fact, close your eyes. Your vision is deceiving you.”
 Darik closed his eyes, and now he could feel it. A dark, shadowy presence in the distance, retreated, but not fleeing. There was something in that sensation almost like a bitter flavor on the tongue or a lingering smell, like the stench that hovered around the towers of silence with their rotting dead.
 He opened his eyes to find Chantmer watching with a knowing look. “You understand? They are readying another attack.”
 “Yes,” Darik admitted, discouraged. He was so tired and had dared hope that they had eliminated the threat, not just for tonight, but for good.
 Chantmer grabbed a man wearing the cloak of the watchmans guild who had been running along the wall delivering some message or other. The man stopped still and looked at the wizard with wide, fearful eyes.
 “Find your captain. Tell him the wights will return. Spread the word. I want every defender at his post. And stop those blasted ringing bells. We have nothing to celebrate, do you hear me?”
#
 The weather took a strange turn around midnight. It was late in the year, coming on to winter, when monsoons rolled in from the ocean. The air had seemed heavy and damp, promising rain. But then, the wind shifted and came in off the desert, hard and driving and dry. Soon, it was a full-blown sandstorm.
 Darik could not remember such a thing, not this time of year. The archers on the walls around him muttered darkly, and when Chantmer strode up a moment later, the wizard demanded to know if someone had cast a spell to cause the change. Darik was bewildered by the suggestion, as were the other mages gathered nearby.
 “Just as I thought,” Chantmer grumbled. “Some evil wizardry is afoot. But I thought one of you might have meddled with the weather in an attempt to break the enemy’s will. Find Haydar and Sameer. I want everyone here. We must take stock of our powers.”
 Two of the mages hurried off in opposite directions along the wall walk. Chantmer scowled at Darik and rubbed his chin thoughtfully.
 “What is it?” Darik asked.
 “You seem to have preserved some strength. You might be the most powerful magic wielder we have left, after me, of course. And probably Roghan—yes, him. But then you. I never thought I would say that. But there’s a good deal of power in your tattoos. Your concentration was better this afternoon than it has been.”
 “I drew that power from the khalifa’s suffering, may she live forever. I didn’t intend to waste it.”
 “Indeed. It remains to be seen if you will fumble your strength as you draw it, of course.”
 “I won’t,” Darik said stubbornly. “By the Brothers, I swear I won’t waste Kallia’s pain.”
 “There will be a good deal more pain for her before the night is over if you fail.”
 “There won’t be. We’ll stop them.”
 “Hmm.”
 Some of the mages had begun to return, but Chantmer didn’t call them over yet. Instead, he moved to the edge of the wall and leaned against the battlement. He held out his hand, as if gauging the strength of the wind.
 Darik’s curiosity pushed him to the wizard’s side. He drew his cloak to protect against the driving sand. “Why are they attacking Balsalom? Why are they so desperate to get in?”
 “Why seize Balsalom? You see no strategic value in it?”
 “I can hear condescension in your voice,” Darik said. “This isn’t about Balsalom’s strategic value, and you know it. Do you know the real reason?”
 “Does Markal satisfy your idle questions? Does he let you prattle on about nothing? Is that why you are unable to restrain yourself when you’re with your masters?”
 “Sometimes. He shares what he knows because he wants me to learn.”
 “Whereas I don’t care if you do or you don’t.” Chantmer glanced at him. “If you have nothing to offer, then it is pointless to give you information in return.”
 “Who says I don’t?”
 “Very well, then you tell me. Why are the wights attacking Balsalom?”
 “It isn’t because of the city’s supplies,” Darik said. “I know that much. If that was the extent of it, they wouldn’t bother to attack, they’d surround us.”
 “Do you understand what kind of power is needed to control this enemy? A siege is out of the question. This army was raised to fight, and to fight quickly.”
 “Then why here? Whelan and Markal are assaulting Veyre itself. Why not send the wights east to fight them? Why capture Balsalom?”
 “Capture? Who said anything about capture?”
 “You know what I mean,” Darik said. “Destroy it, then. Why Balsalom and not Whelan’s army? Is it revenge?”
 “It wasn’t revenge that led the wights to obliterate Starnar and Ter,” Chantmer said.
 “I don’t understand that, either,” Darik admitted. “Was he training his army on weaker foes?”
 “He was building his army.” Chantmer looked down on him. “He took an army from the Desolation and destroyed those two cities to build another army of undead. This final army is marching east to relieve the siege of Veyre. And when Toth sacks Balsalom, he will have yet another army. This one will go to Eriscoba and finish what the dark wizard began in the Free Kingdoms.”
 Darik’s mouth was dry and gritty with sand. “Then Whelan and Markal had better defeat him at the Dark Citadel.”
 “You think that matters? Whelan will stand astride Toth’s body and plunge his sword into the dark wizard’s chest, but he will no longer be there. His soul has another vessel right here in Balsalom.”
 Darik cast a horrified gaze across the city, toward the slender towers of the palace. The khalifa was there, her body swollen with something that was not an unborn infant, not really. It had been growing inside her for months and now seemed ready to tear itself out. Even now, she might be writhing and screaming in agony.
 “Now you understand,” Chantmer said. “Now you see.”
 



Chapter Twenty-one
 Daria had no hope of defeating the dragon. It had grown too large, too powerful, and its fires were fully fed and stoked. If she tried, she’d be burned, torn apart. She and Talon would both die.
 But the monster had given chase, and she’d realized she could accomplish her goal without fighting it to the death. Lure it away from the battlefield and give Whelan’s army a chance to break into the city and defeat the dark wizard. Then, freed from Toth’s control, the dragon might flee into the wasteland and trouble them no more.
 Daria raced north along the coast, prepared to fly as far as the dragon would follow. But Talon had carried her all day and much of the night and was too tired for sprinting. The dragon gained on them with every beat of its powerful wings. Daria hadn’t flown a mile before she glanced back and was terrified to see it already so close that she could see the smoldering fire in its eyes. She dug her heels into Talon’s side, begged him to reach deep for his last reserves. The griffin turned his head and gave a little cry—understanding or protest, she wasn’t sure—and his wings beat harder. They began to pull away.
 Movement caught her eye to the left. Dragon wasps swooped out of the darkness, a dozen or more, with dragon kin on their backs armed with spears and swords. They were about to cut her off.
 Fortunately, Daria was several hundred feet over the ground and had room to maneuver. She pulled Talon into a dive, and they went hurtling toward the ground, wings tucked, the young woman flat against the griffin’s back. A spear shot by her shoulder, grazing her.
 Daria dove until they were a few feet above the sandy cliffs that lay north of Veyre, and then cut back toward the city and the battlefield. The dragon angled to meet them. It blasted fire at her just as they flew over the top of King Whelan’s army, and if not for an agile, banking, twisting maneuver by Talon, would have scorched them from the sky. Alert archers on the ground fired at the dragon as they passed, but the arrows only clinked off its heavily armored underbelly.
 Daria flew west over Whelan’s army and above the Tothian Way. She veered and swooped, but couldn’t get enough speed to shake the dragon, nor maneuver well enough to lose the dragon wasps that continued to harry her. Had she been flying any other griffin, they would have already caught her and killed her. Her only hope lay in reaching her mother and finding her fellow riders had a patrol in the air.
 She shortly saw the army of wights. They had continued their hurried march along the Tothian Way and were approaching the outskirts of Whelan’s army several miles west of the city. This seemed to be nothing but a few hundred men guarding wagon caravans against raiders, and Daria saw nothing of urgency in their camp. Whelan’s men had picket lines near their watch fires, but no strong defensive lines.
 Sofiana had given a warning to her father about the wights, and Daria had flown over advance riders galloping west to spread the warning; the outer edge of Whelan’s army was now moving into position to blunt the thrust of the undead army, but these men on the far western fringes didn’t seem to have received notice yet. Instead, they looked relaxed and calm. They must be counting their good fortune at being held back from the main battle. They had no idea they would shortly be overrun and destroyed. From Daria’s vantage in the sky, she could see over the next rise, where a good twenty ravagers rode at the front of the surging mass of glowing undead. Perhaps five minutes until they arrived.
 Daria had gained a momentary advantage over her pursuers and risked leading the dragon and the wasps in a big circle so she could fly over Whelan’s rear troops a second time. As she did, she lifted her father’s war horn to her lips, filled her lungs, and let loose a blast. The horn echoed across the distant hills. This drew movement from below, followed by cries when they spotted all the dark shapes in the sky, including the one larger and more monstrous than the rest. Men staggered out of tents. Others shouted orders.
 Her warning might not gain them much advantage, but even delaying the enemy advance an extra ten minutes might turn the tide of the battle. She lifted her horn for another blast. As she did, she saw with dismay that the dragon had banked around to return to the battlefield. To attack and destroy Whelan’s army. And Daria couldn’t chase it down to harass it a second time, because the swarm of dragon wasps was still pursuing her and would overwhelm her if she tried.
 This second horn blast had barely died on her lips when an answer sounded far to the west. She recognized the horn, she recognized the call. Her heart leaped. It was her Uncle Jhon, and he’d delivered a call to battle.
#
 Griffins came screaming past Daria on the right and left, above and below her. Her mother flashed by, her long braid flapping behind her like a griffin’s lion-like tail. Uncle Jhon whipped by, leaning forward on his mount, his sword outstretched. Daria saw Poul, the young man her mother had suggested as a replacement mate for Darik. She picked out several other faces. Fierce, angry faces.
 The griffins barreled through the pursuing wasps and scattered them like leaves in an early winter gale. By the time Daria had turned around to join the fight, it was nearly over. Dead and dying dragon wasps and their riders plummeted to the ground, with a handful of survivors fleeing east. Daria looked across her army with disbelief. There were dozens of griffins and riders; it must be the whole army.
 Daria pulled up alongside her mother as they flew east. Palina’s face was grim and determined. Daria gave her a questioning look. Her mother spoke in hand signals.

Forward to fight. Finish the battle. 
 Daria came in closer and shouted. “But why? You were going to rest for the night so you’d be fresh.”
 “You didn’t return. I knew something had gone wrong. Anyway, we’re fresh enough. We’ll fight with what strength we’ve got.”
 “I found the dragon.” Daria shook her head. “It’s too powerful to defeat.”
 “We’ve destroyed its wasps and dragon kin. It will be defenseless.”
 Daria remembered the arrows clanking off its iron-like hide. She remembered earlier in the year, when she’d scrambled onto its back and thrust her sword into the fleshy part where one wing met its body. She’d nearly been killed, and even then, she’d only wounded the thing. Now it was bigger and stronger.
 “We have to try,” Palina continued. “Or else, why have we come out from the mountains? You gathered us, you ordered us into war. Now, we must finish it. One way or another, it ends here.”
 Daria stared at her mother. A dragon had killed Daria’s father at Arvada. Would she lose her mother, too? Her uncle, her cousins, all of her people? This must be what Father had felt that day when he led them into battle. Their odds had been grim then, too. There had been two dragons then, neither so big as this one, but guarded by dozens of wasps and dragon kin. It had been a horrific battle, and Father must have known many of their people would die.

I should have let Mother go. Should have sent them all into the northern mountains to safety. We cannot defeat this thing. 
 Below them, the wights had reached the men guarding the supply wagons, who had thrown up hasty lines to stop them. The defensive positions were already crumbling, but more men streamed in by the moment, and two robed figures on the edge of one column of cavalry galloped swiftly toward the battle, their hands glowing with magical light. Wizards, come to aid in the defense. That encouraged Daria.
 As soon as she was past the battle, her thoughts turned once more to the dragon. A few more minutes, and then they would be facing it. This time, there would be no fleeing. One way or another, her mother was right: it must be finished here and now.
 Uncle Jhon came up on the opposite side from Daria’s mother. His face, glowing softly in the moonlight, wore a look of flinty determination to match his sister’s. He studied Daria.
 “What is it?” he demanded. “What is the matter?”
 “Nothing,” Palina shouted over Daria. “She has fought the dragon. She is exhausted.” Then, to her daughter. “Tell us what to do.”
 Daria gathered herself. If she failed, it could not be for lack of courage and determination. She thrust forward her jaw and forced confidence into her voice that she did not feel.
 “We’ll form three ranks. I will lead half of the riders, you will divide the other half between you. When we spot the dragon, I’ll come in first, in the center. Fifty griffins, a direct assault. If there are wasps, Jhon will deal with them. Otherwise, he will guard my left flank, while Palina guards my right. The dragon will fight until wounded and then attempt to escape. Whichever direction it flees, you will cut it off and hold it until I renew the attack. We won’t stop until it’s dead.”
 “Can we manage that?” Jhon asked. “Wounding it is one thing, but actually killing it?”
 “Press it low to the ground, if you can. Come from above, attack its wings. Anything to force it down. We’ll get it among Whelan’s men. They can overwhelm it with numbers.”
 It was the best Daria could manage. Her mother and uncle peeled away, shouting instructions. She watched them go, and the responsibility of being the flockheart pressed its crushing weight onto her shoulders.

Is this the end? The last flight of the griffin riders? 
 Who had she left behind in the mountains but children, the elderly, the lame and infirm? A few fledgling griffins, a few grizzled birds who were too old to fly into battle. If the army didn’t return, they would be finished. The griffin people would be no more.

Then you must not fail. You must fight this battle, and you must win it. 
 Daria urged Talon forward. She gave hand signals to gather her forces. Within minutes, the flock had split into three separate formations. Moments after that, the battlefield spread below them.
 The fighting raged along the city walls of Veyre. A powerful army threw itself against the shattered wall, trying to press in, while other forces attacked the gates in an attempt to open a second breach into the city. The din and clash was terrible, the screams and shouts rising into the air. Smoke hung thick and choking over the battlefield, and the glow of a thousand fires reflected off the clouds above. There were cloud kingdoms up there, floating silently, observing. But though Daria searched desperately for some indication they would send their winged knights to intervene, she saw no movement and knew they would not.
 A black shape was wheeling above Whelan’s armies. It was the dragon, monstrous and terrible, its black scales gleaming. It opened its mouth, and flames roared out to scorch the forces still charging toward the city walls, and men and horses alike fell screaming and dying. It landed on a ruined, burning tower next to the breach and sent flaming bits of debris cascading around it. It gathered its fire to blast the army.
 Daria lifted her horn to her lips, gathered her breath, and emptied her lungs. A clarion call rolled over the battlefield. Into that long, single note, Daria poured her defiance. Her challenge. The dragon lifted its head and bellowed its response as it lifted into the air to face her.
 



Chapter Twenty-two
 The wights attacked Balsalom again. The main force came flowing from the Tothian Way to hurl itself against the Great Gates, but Chantmer watched this with narrowed, suspicious eyes and ordered strong reserves held at the Gate of the Dead, including his mages on the walls above and Daniel’s forces ready to march out of the gate below. Then, he commanded Darik to follow him to the Great Gates.
 Chantmer’s tone worried Darik. The wizard seemed nervous, irritable, and distracted as they strode around the city walls. Chantmer snarled at watchmen, archers, and even lieutenants and captains, treating them as annoyances, like rats in the palace cellar, rather than brave defenders of the city.
 When they arrived at the Great Gates, a hail of fiery arrows was slamming into the forward ranks of wights. A few arrows seemed to penetrate and scatter the ghostly figures, but they were mostly ignored. The column of wights was as thick as a river, a single, glowing mass, so bright at the center that all Darik could see was light.
 “They’re more concentrated than earlier,” he said.
 Chantmer stared into the distance, turning north and then south. “What infernal wind drives them? How does Toth do it? And from so far and with such strength, too. Where does it come from? I haven’t seen magic so powerful since the cloud kingdoms were raised into the sky.”
 “Do something,” Darik urged, dismayed by the defeat in Chantmer’s voice.
 “What can we do against such an enemy?” Anger flashed on the wizard’s face. “I need Memnet’s orb. It should have been mine. Markal stole it, that backstabbing . . . it was mine!”
 Darik stared. What did that matter now? Why wasn’t Chantmer doing anything?
 The front of the column had reached the gates. Two of the former torturers stood chanting on the gate tower opposite Darik and Chantmer. They gathered a ball of red light between them.
 “The fools,” Chantmer said. “That will do nothing.”
 Darik better understood the magic of these conjurers and its limitations, but he dared hope as the ball of red light left their hands and sailed in a slow arc toward the enemy. It struck the front of the column. The enemy slowed its march, but only for a moment, and then the river of blue light was flowing around the fireball and piling against the gates.
 A shudder worked through the great wood and iron doors, repaired again and again after enemy attacks. The vibration flowed through the stone and shook the tower on which they stood. Men cried out along the walls and redoubled their attack. More men, exhausted after days of combat, formed ranks behind the shaking city gate. Chantmer stood gaping down.
 Darik angrily grabbed the wizard’s wrist and spun him around. “Why are you standing there? Why don’t you do something?”
 “Do something yourself.” A bitter laugh. “If you think you can throw them back, prove it.”
 “I will, damn you.”
 Darik pulled back his robe from his shoulder and exposed the fireball tattoo that marked the same spell he’d cast to such effect earlier. He gathered his will, focused his anger at Chantmer, his desire to burn these wights and send them screaming back to the Desolation.
 He thought about Balsalom, this great city built on the ruins of the capital of Aristonia, the only part that hadn’t fallen into blight and desolation. Refugees had built this city, survivors. They had saved precious tomes from the great library, had reopened trade with the sultanates and over the mountains to the Free Kingdoms of the west.
 Its queen was Kallia Saffa, the most just, wise, and kind ruler in all of Mithyl, perhaps in the history of the world. She was struggling at the palace and would die if he couldn’t stop these wights.

“Ignis globus percutiens inimico iram et perditionem.” 
 A fireball formed in his hands. He pushed it over the edge. It seemed to grow smaller as it fell toward the ground, but it gained in light and heat as it did. It smashed into the enemy at the gate. Wights flew high into the air, burning, their suddenly distinct faces writhing in agony. Others evaporated with a hiss like drops of water on a hot stone. Defenders on the gates had been waiting for just such a spell, and several of them dumped pots of hot oil over the edge. The oil ignited when it hit, and soon there was a roaring fire in front of the gates, destroying any wights that touched it.  
 Chantmer regarded Darik with a raised eyebrow. “Impressive. Of course, it is entirely insufficient. Already, they fight through your spell. Look.”
 Indeed, the dry breeze off the desert gained strength, pushing the wights forward and driving a gritty sand over the walls. The column coalesced again and was soon glowing brighter than ever as it surged against the gates.
 “By the Brothers, won’t you help me?” Darik pleaded.
 The wizard was already pulling back his sleeves and chanting. The air blowing off the desert grew hot until every breath scalded Darik’s lungs. The wind gathered its strength, howled, seemed to force itself into his mouth and nostrils. He stared, horrified, thinking that Chantmer had turned against them again, that he was lending his magic to the dark wizard.
 But then the hot wind started blowing downward, onto Darik’s fire still burning at the gate and along the front of the wall. The flames leaped up and engulfed the front of the glowing blue column. The whisper of burning wights rose until it was a scream that drowned the wind.
 But still the wights kept coming. They were an unquenchable river, and they surged through the fire until they were once again at the Great Gates and flowing laterally along the walls. Like a churning flood, digging into weak spots, tearing.
 Chantmer fell back from the edge, panting. “It’s too much. We can’t turn them aside.” Trumpets sounded from the west, and the wizard turned toward the sound. “The second attack. We are doomed.”
 Chantmer was either unable or unwilling to give orders to other defenders around them, so Darik took command. He cast a sleep spell to slow the attack, then called over several of the former torturers from the opposite tower. They came running fearfully across the shuddering gatehouse, as if afraid it would collapse below them.
 Darik ordered the conjurers to strengthen the weapons of the men massing behind the doors, then cried for the gates to let them out. Chains creaked, and they pulled open. Balsalomians and Marrabatti rushed out with a great cry. The two armies clashed, the living and the dead mingling.
 Chantmer seemed to rouse himself as the battle raged, and threw his magic into the fray with Darik’s and the conjurers’ to keep the defenders in the fight. More conjurers arrived, and two more mages, including Roghan, with news from the Gate of the Dead. Wights had broken through, but Daniel had pushed them back out at great cost. Those wights had abandoned their attack and were now flowing here to join the main battle. In response, Daniel was sending five thousand more men, but it would take them time to arrive.
 The west tower shuddered again. Stones sheared away from the wall and crashed to the ground outside the city. Wights had broken into the tower below them and were streaming in. They came boiling onto the tower roof moments later.
 Their faces were distinct now: men with ghostly, gaping wounds, women without eyes, children with faces burned off. Those who seemed whole and beautiful, and those who were little more than rotting corpses. Sometimes, Darik saw both aspects in the same being. Their faces twisted in pain and fear and madness.
 Three terrified watchmen tried to oppose them, but ghostly hands plunged into their chests and tore them open. They died screaming. The wights rushed at the wizards.
 Chantmer lifted a hand. “Torva messor sume tibi!” 
 The spell sucked the light from the air. A feeling of dread washed over Darik, and he shrank back. The wights opened their mouths and screamed. They fled through the door from which they’d come. Chantmer clutched his blackened left hand. The robe fell back from his forearms, and Darik saw that they were bare of tattoos.
 “May the Harvester take them,” Chantmer said. He looked down at his withered hand. “If only I had the orb.”
 “The wights are breaking through,” Roghan said nervously. “We must abandon this tower before it is overrun.”
 Chantmer stared down at his remaining uninjured hand. He glanced at the wights, slowly overwhelming the lines of the defenders below. Others streamed through the broken tower, where they were attacked by men with torches and swords before they could escape into the city. Chantmer then regarded the darkness beyond the enemy army, his eyes glazed, unseeing, far away.
 Darik could read his expression and guessed what he was thinking. “Don’t do it, Chantmer. The battle is not yet lost.”
 “It is. This city is destroyed.”
 “I have both of my hands,” Darik said. “You still have one. Your mages have some strength left. Daniel is marching an army to our relief. We only have to hold out until they arrive, and then fight until dawn.”
 “I fled the battlefield once and that preserved my life to fight again.”
 Darik grabbed Chantmer’s wrist, not caring about the growl of pain when his hand touched the wizard’s blackened flesh. “No.”
 “Let go of me.”
 “You are Chantmer the Tall. You are the most powerful wizard of all, or so you’ve told me a hundred times. And now you’re going to run away?”
 “What do you mean?” Roghan demanded. “Chantmer, what is he talking about?”
 “He came into the city as a stork,” Darik said. “He means to change back into a bird and fly away to safety.”
 “We can’t do that,” Roghan said. “We didn’t prepare that spell this time. It’s not tattooed into our flesh.”
 Darik grabbed Chantmer’s other wrist to show the wizard’s uninjured right hand. “He doesn’t need a tattoo. And he doesn’t mean to take you with him.”
 Chantmer jerked free. “I would take you all if I could, but it is too late. It is all falling apart.”
 “Oh, no,” Roghan said. “I didn’t pull your dead body from a swamp so you could leave me to die. If we die, you die with us.” He turned to the other mage, a woman, who still had tattoos on her lower arms, vanishing up in her sleeves. “Hold him.”
 Chantmer whispered something, and Darik looked quickly down at the battle raging below, terrified suddenly, knowing that something awful was about to happen. Except that the battle continued much as it had moments earlier, when he’d last looked. Perhaps a little more desperate for the defenders, but no great rout yet, either. The two mages and the other conjurers ran over to look down. Darik saw their anxiety and suddenly remembered Chantmer.
 He turned back. Chantmer crouched at the edge of the wall, his arms stretched behind him, his robe shifting, changing, sprouting feathers. His face lengthened, his lips hardened and grew into a beak. The last to go were the eyes, the arrogant gleam meeting Darik’s gaze. A final, dismissive glance. Then he was an enormous black crow. He flapped twice and lifted without a squawk or noise other than the thump of beating wings. Moments later, Chantmer had disappeared into the night.
 When Darik turned back, the others were just looking up, blinking, as if stunned.
 “Where did Chantmer—?” Roghan began. He never finished his sentence.
 The tower had never ceased its shuddering and now gave a final groaning shake beneath their feet. Then it collapsed.
 For a moment Darik felt suspended in air. He was falling sideways, not down. Flying, feeling as though if he started flapping his own arms, he would go winging after Chantmer into the night air. The tower was leaning over the open plaza behind the gates, where the two armies brawled. For a moment, he saw the expressions of Eriscobans and Balsalomians, men staring up at them with gaping mouths, and then he was flailing through the empty air.
 It was sixty or seventy feet from the tower to the hard stones below. There was a spell, some magic that would cushion the blow, keep them from dashing to pieces on the ground. Markal had taught it to him, told him how to use it if he were ever thrown from the back of a griffin while in midair combat. It might preserve his life. But he couldn’t remember the words in the old tongue, something about a pillow and the ground. Not fast enough, not in time to say them before he dashed to pieces.

“Gaudete cum nostris cadunt cervicalia lecti.” 
 Someone else had remembered. Darik felt the words as much as heard them. Roghan, he thought, had said them. The ground rushed up just as fast as before, but when he hit, the stones seemed to give way, as if they were pillows filled with the down of a thousand geese. He hit hard—it still hurt—but he sank several inches and then sprang back up. When he climbed to his feet, he was sore but not injured. Roghan, the other mage, and two of the former torturers rose next to him, muttering and cursing.
 “I should have let him rot,” Roghan said through clenched teeth.
 “Beware the wights,” the other mage shouted.
 They boiled over the wrecked guard tower even before its stones had settled. A cloud of dust rose in the air, and through it flowed dozens of wights. Roghan lifted his hands and called up one of his remaining spells. A coil of shadowy rope materialized in front of him. It lashed forward, snaking through the wights, wrapping around their limbs. The rope jerked them from their feet and tossed them aside.
 More wights came through and rushed at the mage. Darik tried to reach the man’s side, but two wights dragged themselves from beneath a heap of rubble and came after Darik with ghostly swords. He drew his own weapon and called the spell from his final tattoo. A rush of fire flowed into his sword and the weapons of the living men fighting all around him. Darik fought his way toward Roghan. His blade cut through wights and sent them shrieking into the sky as wisps of smoke and light.
 A wight grabbed Roghan’s arm and dragged him down. The mage cried for help. Darik clashed with two more enemies. Another wight threw itself onto Roghan. The ground shuddered as Roghan cast a spell that hurled them off. More piled onto him. The mage let out a long, shrieking scream.
 The wights tore at Roghan’s body with weapons, hands, mouths. They came up with his shredded robes, an arm, bits of flesh in their mouths, the man’s innards. By the time Darik hacked them away, there was nothing left of the man but a gruesome slaughter. Darik fell back, his stomach churning, as more wights came pouring through. The light was fading from his sword. Three wights came at him, their bodies blurring together until they seemed to move as one.
 A strong hand grabbed Darik and dragged him backward. It was Captain Rouhani. “Fall back to the palace!”
 “We can’t let them in,” Darik said.
 “My lord, the battle is lost. Look!”
 Wights were entering the city in two other places. Like a river that had jumped its banks, they flowed in a glowing current all along the wall, eating at the stone and mortar. Where they broke through, the wall crumbled and fell and the holes grew still larger. There were still dozens of archers on the wall, shooting flaming arrows into the glowing mass, and by now fresh Marrabatti troops were arriving, led by a troop of Kratian camel riders who came howling into the battle with scimitars flailing. But there were simply too many enemies already in the city, and no way to plug the holes that allowed them entry.
 “We have to keep fighting,” Darik insisted. “Daniel is on his way.”
 “Listen to me,” Rouhani said. “The palace has its own walls. It can take hundreds of defenders. We’ll fall back and make a stand there. If we can hold out a few more hours, we’ll reclaim the city by daylight.”
 “You go. I’ll stay and keep fighting.”
 “My lord, no! You have magic—you can shield the khalifa. She needs you. By the Brothers, won’t you help her?”
 Darik cast a final glance into the night sky, looking for a crow that might be soaring overhead, looking for a place to land. He saw nothing. Rouhani was still tugging on his arm, urging him to fall back. At last, Darik turned with a final curse for Chantmer the Tall and joined Rouhani in fleeing toward the palace to make a final stand.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-three
 Markal glanced desperately from the dragon to the two giants wading toward them with spiked clubs flailing. King Whelan’s forces were still pouring through the breach, but pinned between the army on the ground and the monster squatting atop the burning wreckage of the tower, the assault was about to collapse disastrously.
 Then, a familiar horn sounded to the west, a long, single note as clear and deep as an icy mountain river. Hope rose in Markal’s breast. It was Daria Flockheart, giving the order to attack. The dragon had been gathering his flames but now turned its head toward the sky. It bellowed angrily and lifted into the sky with a beat of its mighty wings.
 There was no time to enjoy the small victory, as the giants came charging in. Veyrians on foot and horse gathered behind them, using the two brutes as a wedge to push back Whelan’s forces.
 “Spears!” Whelan shouted.
 Markal found himself suddenly in the thick of a raging battle. Swords and spears thrust up at him, but he used a thread of magic here, a bit of wizardry there, and turned the blows aside. One man grabbed him by the leg, but Sofiana calmly raised her crossbow and shot him in the chest. Markal had almost forgotten she was riding next to him.
 Whelan lost his horse to a spear thrust, but came up on foot, Soultrup in hand. The magical sword danced and weaved, thrust and hacked, one moment graceful, the next overpowering. Knights Temperate came in behind Whelan. Together, they faced the first giant.
 The king ducked beneath a massive blow that would have shattered his chest had it landed. He came up swinging and hacked at the giant’s leg. The sword cut through the heavy armor and bit deep in the calf. The giant bellowed in pain.
 The other giant bashed his way to join the fight. Knights tried to stop him, but he crushed a man and his horse with a single blow and swept two others out of the way with another. Whelan still had his hands full and couldn’t face a second giant. It would reach the king in a moment.
 Markal reached deep into the orb. “Animum, ut obliviscatur.” 

Turn his mind, make him forget. 
 The second giant stopped suddenly and turned in a complete circle. It looked confused, and for a moment, it seemed as though it had forgotten about the battle entirely. By the time the spell faded, several knights had forced the giant back into the general melee.
 Whelan ducked another blow from his wounded foe. He came up behind the giant and swung Soultrup in a wide arc from his shoulder. The king was a tall man, but even outstretched, the blow only reached the giant’s thigh. It cut through the armor and buried itself in the giant’s leg.
 The giant roared and twisted so violently that the sword was jerked out of Whelan’s hands. The giant flailed blindly with his club. Markal jumped from his horse to grab Whelan and pulled him back, while Sofiana readied another bolt. When the giant turned, she fired. The bolt hit the giant in its left eye. He went down. Whelan sprang forward to recover his sword, and three of his men came rushing up to mount their own attack.
 They hacked and stabbed until the giant was dead. Even in his death, he killed one more man, crushed with a mailed fist to the side of the head. Meanwhile, the second giant was still fighting, still causing mayhem to their rear, but he was in the thick of a larger battle now and unable to charge at the king and his companions.
 Markal spotted Narud and called him over. The other wizard had lost his mount but had cast a spell over himself, and the fighting men on both sides parted as he walked through the battle. Markal helped Narud onto his horse.
 Whelan’s army had punctured the enemy lines, but it took a few minutes to gather enough men to ride further into the city. When they set off, they had roughly eighty riders, plus the king’s daughter and the two wizards. Hundreds more were still fighting their way into the city, but Whelan wanted to move swiftly before the Veyrians mounted a counterattack.
 Markal expected opposition as they funneled through narrow, cobbled streets—surely, the dark wizard had reserves, and they would spring out in a trap—and he studied side streets, imagining an alternate way toward Toth’s citadel. But no soldiers rushed to block them, and there were few civilians, even. Where were the lamps in the windows? The people on roofs watching the battle? After the first few blocks into Veyre, it seemed as though the entire city was deserted.
 They reached an abandoned bazaar, and Whelan drew short, as if expecting an ambush. There was none, and they were soon galloping across the empty square and continuing toward the Dark Citadel. They caught glimpses of the enemy fortress now and then, as they came around three-story buildings and onto straight roads. A handful of furtive shapes disappeared into houses as they approached.
 “Where are they?” Whelan asked, bewildered. “Where is everyone?”
 Sofiana pulled up on her horse. “They must have fled the city.”
 “No,” Markal said. “The people of Veyre are bound to the dark wizard. He wouldn’t have let them leave, he would have compelled them to fight to the death, down to the last child.”
 “Then where are they?” Narud asked.
 Whelan chopped a gloved hand forward as the last of his riders pulled up behind him. “Keep moving!”
 A stench gathered in the air, thicker and thicker the deeper into the city they rode. Finally, they rounded a corner and approached the great black gates of the Dark Citadel itself. Markal thought this had once been one of the most densely settled quarters of Veyre, but the roads and buildings around the citadel had been torn down, any trace of them obliterated. Instead, black walls rose from bare ground. Behind them lay the massive ziggurat of the enemy’s citadel. There were no defenders on the walls or at the gates.
 Had Toth fled? Would he have given up Veyre with so little struggle, refused to mount any sort of defense of this massive symbol of his power? That was impossible to imagine. He must be inside, waiting.
 Someone screamed, and Markal looked up. A body fell flailing from the tower along the uppermost level of the ziggurat. A child. Moments later, another falling, screaming person. An adult woman this time.
 “Narud,” Markal said grimly. “Let’s smash down these gates.”
 The two wizards climbed down from the horse and studied the black gates. They seemed to be made of solid iron. Narud bared his hands, which were smooth and undamaged. He eyed them doubtfully. Horses stamped nervously around them, men muttering and anxious.
 A nervous twitch worked at Markal’s belly. “You can do it?”
 “There are runes.”
 “Yes, I feel them. Dark and forbidding.”
 “I’ll need your help to draw the strength,” Narud said. “And it will take both of my hands. But if I use everything I have . . . yes, I believe so.”
 Markal reached into the orb again. There was precious little power left. To strengthen Narud would take the rest of it, and then he’d be reduced to the magic he could draw from his own hands and the strength of his convictions. To face King Toth himself, within the heart of the dark wizard’s own fortress.

My magic, Whelan’s sword. It will be enough. It must be. 
 He took the magic from the orb and cast it on Narud to focus the other wizard’s mind. A spell came to Narud’s lips, and Markal felt its power grow.
 Narud spoke the words in the old tongue: Bend and break, tear and destroy. Throw down this wall and break the wicked magic that protects it. 
 When Narud stopped speaking, the spell hung in the air for a long moment, heavy and potent, like a storm about to break. Then it blasted toward the gates of the Dark Citadel.
 “Everybody back!” Markal cried.
 Whelan’s men pulled back even as Narud’s magic hit the gates and buried itself in the iron. The gates resisted, still and strong. But brittle. Narud’s spell built until it crested.
 The gates broke with a terrific screech. Shards of metal went flying. They buried themselves in the ground, hissing and sparking. One of the gates broke off completely and landed where the king, his daughter, and several men had been moments earlier. They would have been crushed had they remained. The other gate dangled from its broken and smoldering hinges, bent nearly in two and swaying like a drunk man.
 Markal stared at Narud with wonder and admiration. The other wizard sank to his knees with a cry. His two hands withered and curled, so black and twisted that they looked like they would fall off. He collapsed in a heap. Narud was finished for this fight; he had nothing left to give.
 A wall of stench rolled out through the suddenly opened fortress: death and rot and maggots. Men bent and turned, gagging. Horses shied and refused at first to go forward. Markal lifted a sleeve to cover his mouth.
 Whelan shouted for his men to advance. They held out swords and spears ahead of them like talismans. Several dozen more men had ridden up behind them through the city while Narud cast his spell, and they were more than a hundred strong as they rode through the broken gates and into the enemy’s fortress.
 A scream sounded above them. Markal looked up to see a woman falling from the top of the tower, her arms windmilling at the air. She hit the ground and was killed instantly, but she hadn’t hit the flagstones. Instead, what Markal saw below made his horror complete.
 The woman had landed atop human bodies. The courtyard was filled with the dead, thousands upon thousands of them, heaped in great piles, with only a single path cleared to the steps of the ziggurat. The biggest pile was at the base of the tower where it seemed they all fell before being spread about the courtyard and left to rot. Even dead, even squirming with maggots, the faces of the dead still held the pain and terror that had consumed them as they died.
 This was why the city had seemed deserted. The people of Veyre were here, in this courtyard, dead. Thousands, no tens of thousands of them, murdered by their king.
 And suddenly, Markal understood. This was how the dark wizard raised his armies. This was how he had called up wights from the Desolation. How he controlled a full-grown, monstrous dragon and forced it to do his bidding. How he had taken slain Knights Temperate and turned them into undead ravagers.
 To wield such magic had taken great pain, born from suffering on a scale not seen since the first Tothian War. The dark wizard had gathered that strength by murdering his own people. He’d cast thousands to their deaths, then used the Dark Citadel to send his power across the breadth of the land.
 Whelan met Markal’s gaze. The expression on the king’s face passed from disgust, to fear, to understanding, and finally to a burning, righteous anger. He pulled his mount next to Markal’s.
 “My friend,” Whelan said. His voice was calm and deadly. “Let us find this monster and destroy him forever.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-four
 Daria led a massive wave of griffins into battle. Her mount was a golden griffin wrested from the wild northern mountains and tamed by her own hand. Massive. Powerful. Head like an enormous eagle’s, with a huge, curved beak for slashing. Talons on front, for tearing and gripping, and powerful, lion-like haunches on the rear. The rear claws could open a sheep’s belly with a single swipe.
 Forty-five other riders and their griffins followed her. They were fierce, brave people of the wild high country, nearly immune to the thin, frigid air of the upper peaks. They were both men and women, the two sexes equal in power and war prowess, every member of her force strong and lean, armed with sharp, piercing swords. Their keen eyes matched those of their mounts. Griffin and rider were so accustomed to each other that when they flew together they were practically one creature.
 Facing them, a single dragon.
 It came roaring across the battlefield like something out of an ancient legend. Its massive jaws and sheering teeth were big enough to bite a griffin in two. When it opened its mouth, smoke billowed out, and fires were visible down its throat, glowing deep within its belly. When it spread its wings, they blotted the night sky.
 “Come at me, you brute,” Daria cried. “Come at me!”
 She flew directly at its gaping mouth, and her shout mingled with Talon’s battle scream. At the last moment, she nudged him down. The griffin ducked under the dragon’s mouth, and they raced beneath it. Daria lifted herself above Talon, her sword gripped in both hands, and dragged it along the dragon’s underbelly. It clanked and scraped like she was scraping it along a stone wall. The blade nearly jerked out of her hands.
 The dragon’s claws grasped for her, and its tail lashed, but they were past and into safe air again before it could get at her. Those belly scales had seemed as hard as fired bricks, but the dragon writhed away, and she knew she’d caused it pain. It turned toward her and roared.
 Daria was already peeling around again for another attack, but too soon. A lance of flames roared toward her. Talon veered right to avoid it, and the fire blasted by on the left. Daria gasped at the heat. The smell of scorched hair and feathers filled her nostrils.
 Griffins slammed into the dragon as it turned. They clawed at its wings and tail, while riders hacked and stabbed. The dragon twisted away from Daria and toward this new threat. It knocked them away with powerful wings, thrashed its tail, and broke their formation. A rider fell from his mount and fell silently toward the ground. His griffin screamed and chased him down, as if trying to catch him before he hit.
 Daria came at the dragon again while it was distracted. This time, she braved its head. She swung her sword, aiming for one of its massive, smoldering eyeballs, but the blade clattered off the horny shield above its eye. Quick as a striking snake, it twisted its head and snapped at her. Its hot, sulfurous breath roared in her face, and Talon tucked his wings to drop below it.
 The dragon chased her. Daria veered down, then pulled up just before she slammed into the ground. Fighting men on the ground cheered her as she raced away. The dragon roared flames after Daria and her mount, and the men suddenly ducked for cover with frightened cries.
 Talon beat his wings furiously, and for a moment it seemed as though he’d pull away. But the dragon was closing and would shortly have them in range of its fire. Her fellow riders pursued, but couldn’t keep up. Daria banked to one side; the dragon matched their course.
 Twenty more griffins and riders screamed in from her right. Uncle Jhon’s force. They struck the dragon with such force that it was forced to abandon its pursuit of Daria. She pulled around to give them aid. Griffins flew this way and that, and for a moment, she was lost in the midst of all the wings and talons and claws. She spotted the dragon directly ahead, surrounded now by dozens of attackers.
 A griffin sped by, carrying a strong young man. He flashed her a grin as he passed. It was Poul, the handsome young rider favored by Daria’s mother. Daria followed him.
 Poul came at the dragon’s throat. The beast had turned its head to blast fire at several enemies harrying it from one side. They fled the fire, and the dragon happened to turn back the other direction just as Poul came in to hack at its neck. It snapped its jaws as the young man went past. The bite caught his griffin by the wing. The animal screamed in pain. The dragon lifted its head to pull the griffin deeper into its mouth, even as she clawed and scratched and pecked ineffectually at its great jaws.
 Poul was still on her back, hacking to try to free his mount. But they were still far above the battlefield; if he did manage to get the griffin loose from the monster’s jaws, the animal would never be able to fly, burned, with a destroyed wing, and both griffin and rider would plummet to the earth.
 All of this happened in two blinks of the eye, and Daria barely had time to change her course as she came in.
 “Jump!” she shouted to Poul. She held out her arm to catch him as she flew beneath the dragon’s jaw.
 Poul barely glanced her way. Rather than relinquish the fight, he was climbing off his mount to stand on the dragon’s snout and try to thrust his sword into its nostril. Daria wheeled around to get closer. Other riders brought their griffins in to assist.
 The dragon tilted back its head, and the griffin fell into its mouth. The animal screamed and flopped as the jaws bit down with a horrible, bone-crunching bite. Poul cried in rage, found the dragon’s nostril, and plunged his sword down.
 The dragon roared in pain. The broken, bleeding griffin fell from its mouth. It tried to snap at Poul, but couldn’t get to the young man. But as Daria arrived, she was forced to duck one of its great claws. The dragon grabbed Poul and tore him loose. The young man’s eyes bulged. The dragon lifted him toward its gaping mouth. Poul opened his mouth to scream, but he couldn’t seem to get any air. He fell into its mouth.
 Then Daria was blowing past again and didn’t see the final, gruesome death. Rage boiled within her. As she turned around, sword clenched in hand, the final cohort of griffin riders entered the fight. Palina and her fellow riders came in from above, materializing out of the night sky. They struck the dragon even as it fought to free itself of all the biting, stinging, clawing enemies around it. Poul’s sword still stuck out of its nostril. The griffin riders forced it lower, until it was only a hundred feet off the ground.
 If it fell, it would land in the midst of several dozen Eriscoban mounted warriors, with hundreds more soldiers nearby. Daria had to force it to the ground so they could help her destroy it. She remembered the battle in the mountains, when she had stabbed the dragon where its wing met its body. Even though she had been thrown clear before she could sever any tendons, it had only been able to fly away with difficulty. Here, such a wound might be sufficient to keep the dragon down if enough forces could be brought to bear in time.
 Daria rose above the dragon. She raised her horn and blew the order for all forces to attack. They came at the dragon from the right and left, from above and below. The dragon burned two foes from the sky, caught another in its jaws, and knocked a woman from her mount, but the attackers forced it lower and lower and fought back its every attempt to break free. Men on the ground scattered to keep from getting crushed.
 Daria had been staying clear of the battle, and now she untied her tethers until there was nothing keeping her on Talon’s back except the grip of her thighs behind his wings. She leaned to whisper in his ear.
 “I’m going down. When I’m off, let me go and get away from there. Stay away from its jaws, you understand?”
 Talon keened, and it was hard to say how much, if anything, he’d understood. But there was an anxious sound in the griffin’s voice, and she thought he’d understood enough.
 The dragon’s wing brushed the ground. It tried to fight loose and get up again. Daria took a handful of feathers and pulled down.
 “Go!”
 Talon screamed and tucked into a dive. Daria waited until the last minute and jumped. She landed on the dragon’s back, sword in one hand, the other used to brace her fall. She jerked her hand back, scalded by the burning dragon scales. She could feel it through her deerhide boots and the soft leather of her breeches. There was so much heat in the furnaces of the dragon’s belly that its entire scaly hide was hot enough to burn her.
 Griffins and riders flew all around her as she staggered along the dragon’s back. She reached the monster’s beating wings and ducked to keep from getting knocked free. A roar filled the air: people shouting, cheering, crying in pain and anger. There was fire everywhere, as the dragon attacked its enemies.
 Daria found the hard, fleshy surface, a rough and horny scar; her old wound from the battle in the mountains. She picked a spot to its right, gripped her sword with both hands, hilt up and tip down, lifted the weapon high, and stabbed down with all her might.
 The dragon roared and bucked beneath her.
 Its neck seemed longer this time, more maneuverable, and she had to duck to keep from getting caught by its front teeth. Daria shoved and jerked and tried to work the sword in deeper, but the hide was too hard, and she didn’t have enough weight to force it down. The dragon hit the ground and thrashed. Black, smoking blood poured from the wound.
 “Help the girl!” a man bellowed to her right from somewhere on the ground. “Charge!”
 Men on horse and foot came in from all sides, and griffins and riders from above. Still, the dragon was fighting Daria and ignoring the other attacks. It rolled as if prepared to crush her beneath it. This was just what she was hoping it would do, thinking that only its own weight could force the blade in deeper. She released the sword hilt and prepared to jump clear.
 But the roll had only been a feint, and the dragon quickly righted itself and arched its back. Daria didn’t have a grip, was standing and dancing about on the dragon’s back to keep her balance, and now she slipped. She rolled along the monster’s back, down toward its head and jaws. She grabbed at its spines, but they were slick with hot blood, and she couldn’t keep a grip. It opened its jaws to take her in.
 Daria’s hands found something at the last moment. Poul’s sword, still skewered in the dragon’s nostril. It broke her fall, and she swung her legs wide as the dragon tried to get its mouth around them. A hot tooth tore through her legging and gouged her flesh. Daria gasped in pain, but managed to get her legs clear before it snapped down on her.
 Voices cried her name: her uncle, her mother, other riders. They were trying to get in to relieve her, to haul her to safety, but couldn’t get close enough.
 Suddenly, the dragon bellowed in rage. Several brave men had been galloping in with lances along one flank, trying to penetrate the monster’s armor, and now one of them broke through. A lance tip found a seam or a weak chink in the armor and penetrated several inches before it snapped off. The dragon twisted its head toward this stinging attack, and Daria flew loose.
 She flipped end over end through the air, trying to get her bearings, but before she could right herself to land gently, the ground rushed up and hit her. She landed awkwardly on one ankle, and it twisted beneath her. The dragon’s head was thrashing about, and she tried to gain her feet to scramble away, but her ankle wouldn’t hold her. Only then did she feel a white-hot flash of pain, and her head felt light, as if she would pass out.
 Daria tried to crawl free of the battle, but the dragon was stumbling toward her. It was wounded now, beset on all sides. The men and women attacking from the sky and ground were taking a terrible beating, caught in its fire, crushed by its tail, or torn apart by teeth and claws. But still they kept attacking. The ground thundered next to Daria, and unarmed and with a twisted ankle, she could only cringe to keep from getting crushed.
 The dragon head fell next to her with a crash. Fire jetted from its nostrils, expelled by the force of its collapse. Burning, scalding liquid sprayed across Daria’s face: dragon blood. The pain was terrific, like nothing she’d felt before. She clawed at her face, screaming, trying to get the dragon blood out of her eyes. She smelled her own burning flesh and hair.
 Daria dimly heard a cheer roll across the battlefield, and then strong hands were grabbing her, men with harsh, flatlander accents asking if she was alive. Her mother’s voice, calling for her. The low, anxious keen of a griffin. Talon. He was close, right by her ear.
 Daria reached out and found his feathers, but everything seemed to have gone dark.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-five
 Darik was in the guard tower at the palace gates when the wights came streaming up the road. They were in the city now, all along the west and north side, killing and burning. Thousands of defenders were still down there, fighting for every street, but with little magic to aid them, their cause was hopeless.
 And now a column of wights, a tributary of the main river, rolled up the road toward the palace, destroying the Eriscoban pikemen who formed ranks to stop them. They crashed into the palace gates. Archers fired volleys of flaming arrows into their midst, sending dozens breaking apart to flee the battle, but more wights joined the battle. The gates rocked, and the hinges groaned.
 Darik signaled to the men massing behind the gates. Ethan commanded several dozen knights and footmen from the Free Kingdoms, while Rouhani boasted perhaps two hundred men from his Desert Lions. The joint force looked impressive clustered within the tight confines of the courtyard, but they weren’t nearly enough, and exhaustion and fear showed on their blood-stained faces.
 The top hinge popped out of the right gate. The gate twisted, ready to come loose, with more wights pulling and tearing.
 Darik held out his left hand and concentrated on the spell. The words of the old tongue rolled across his lips.

Armaments of fire, destroyers of the living and undead alike. 
 His left hand blackened and withered, and he winced in pain. He bit his lip to keep from screaming. The spell washed out from him even as the first gate broke free with a final, protesting groan and crashed to the ground. Wights streamed into the palace courtyard.
 Men with glowing swords, scimitars, and pikes met them in battle. Archers on the walls suddenly possessed arrows of unnatural fire that destroyed every wight they hit. Darik’s own sword was in his good hand, glowing yellow, and he rushed down the staircase to join the battle.
 Darik hacked his way into the thick of the fighting. From above, the wights had seemed a single, flowing creature, with faces and limbs only occasionally showing themselves on the fringes, but up close, he saw faces stretched in torment, their eyes staring with silent madness. They clawed at him, bit, swung broken axes and ghostly swords. His sword sliced through them as if they were made of silk, and they bled into the air.
 The army of wights had rushed through the broken gates and into the courtyard, but now they seemed to falter. More kept pushing forward, but scores were destroyed by the ferocious defenders.
 If only Darik’s magic had lasted, they could have been pushed back, first out of the palace, and then from the city altogether. But his spell was already fading. His early blows had cut down wights with every swing, but now he had to hack and chop, the ghostly figures seeming to solidify. And still the wights kept coming. 
 Someone grabbed him from behind, and he turned. It was Ethan, with Rouhani by his side.
 “Into the palace!” Ethan shouted.
 “There’s nowhere else to defend. We must stop them here.”
 Behind them lay only gardens, apartments, simple doors into private chambers. If they couldn’t push the wights from the courtyard, the palace would fall within minutes.
 “The khalifa,” Ethan panted. Blood trickled down his forehead. He gestured behind them. “She called for you.”
 The three men stopped to fight off two wights that threw themselves at them. Darik looked back to where Ethan had pointed to see Kallia’s servant girl, Rima, standing flat against the palace wall beneath the arcade. Her eyes bulged, and she was shaking violently. The khalifa must have sent her. But why? Did Kallia mean him to help her escape in some other way? What did Darik have now that could do that? He had one undamaged hand, but no spell that he could think of, nothing sufficient to save the khalifa.
 Unless . . . wait. There was the spell he’d used when hunting Chantmer through Balsalom. A spell to hide the caster and his companions from eyes both spiritual and physical. Darik could cast it on himself, the khalifa, and perhaps a few others—Rouhani, Ethan, and the grand vizier—and they could flee the city. Balsalom would die, but he could save its queen.
 “Come on,” Ethan urged. “We must hurry.”
 Men cried out in dismay when they saw Darik retreating from the courtyard. He hesitated, knowing he couldn’t leave them leaderless. They were already faltering, and if they broke, he’d never have time to save the khalifa.
 Rouhani grabbed Darik’s shoulder with a gloved hand. “You go, both of you. I will lead the defense.”
 Darik stared into the guard’s eyes. They were hard and grim. It was a last stand, and both men knew it.
 “May the Harvester rest your soul,” Darik said.
 Then he followed Ethan and the girl into the palace. Behind him, men continued to fight and die.
#
 They said the khalifa was in her chambers deep in the palace. It was quiet and cool in the hallway, and even when Darik reached her actual rooms, the fighting came only as a distant noise through the closed shutters. The smells of battle were gone: sweat, blood, and smoke. In their place, the gentle scent of perfumed water mingled with incense from smoldering braziers.
 Kallia lay on her pillows, writhing in pain. Ethan drew short, cursing, and Darik stared in dismay, not sure how he would help her if she were in the throes of an attack. It might last hours, and they only had minutes.
 “Damn you!” Ethan cursed again.
 Darik looked up, confused. There were others in the room. Rima had come in with them, there were three guards, and two of Kallia’s ministers stood to one side: Hajir, and the grand vizier, Fenerath. Another tall figure stood by the open shutters, and it was this man who had drawn Ethan’s anger.
 “Chantmer,” Darik said. A cold, righteous fury settled in his stomach. “You abandoned us. You left us to our death.”
 “And yet, here I am. How would you explain that, boy?” His voice was as haughty as ever.
 “What do you want?”
 “To help.”
 There was no time to argue with him. “Very well,” Darik said. “Help me conceal the khalifa. We can carry her to safety. Then, we’ll go back out and drive off the wights.”
 Chantmer laughed. “There is nothing your feeble magic can do. Not to defeat the wights, nor to hide this woman. Kallia Saffa carries a piece of the dark wizard within her—they would find her were she to flee to the farthest reaches of the world.”
 Kallia cried out. Her head tossed back, and sweat stood out on her forehead. She had been alone on the pillows, as if the others were terrified of approaching her, but now Rima dropped next to her and grabbed her hand.
 “What is it, my queen? What is the matter?”
 “What is the matter?” Darik repeated, confused. “Is something different? Is she in new danger?”
 “The dark wizard comes,” Chantmer said ominously. “King Toth will be rebirthed at last and come into his full power. And then—”
 “You mean the baby is coming?” Darik interrupted. “That’s all it is, right? A baby? We can . . .” Darik swallowed hard, his mouth dry. “We can kill it.”
 “Believe me, if such a thing were possible, it would have already been done. You could not even kill the khalifa now—she is protected with an aura that would destroy you should you try.”
 “Then we have to drive the wights back so they can’t get to the baby,” Darik said.
 “The khalifa will die when it is born.”
 “We have to do something! Take her from the palace, or—I don’t know—can you change her into a bird?”
 Chantmer looked down at him. “Are you finished offering your worthless, uninformed opinions? Or will you keep babbling like a village idiot until the wights arrive?”
 “It’s coming,” Kallia cried. She arched her back and grabbed at her belly. The others in the room muttered in worried tones.
 “Then what do we do?” Darik asked.
 “We have to keep the thing inside her. Block it from coming.”
 “Inside her? Why?”
 “Remember, this is not a child. It is not even living, not yet. It is a vessel for the dark wizard’s soul. The wights are at the limit of their strength now,” the wizard continued. “It’s the very edge of how far and how hard the enemy can drive them. They are pushing tonight because they believe it will come. If we can keep the thing inside her, they will fall back for another day.”
 “Tell me what to do.”
 “I will cast the spell. You will destroy your good hand to lend me strength. The khalifa will bend her mind to obey the commands of my spell. Are you ready?”
 Darik hesitated. Chantmer had used the magic of his fellow wizards once before, to force the creature of mud and sticks to obey his will. The Order of the Wounded Hand had created it to battle the dragon. Instead, Chantmer had used it to kill his own people.
 But from the look of agony on the khalifa’s face, Darik knew there was no other possibility. If Chantmer was right, she would die giving birth to this thing. And the wights would get it. Balsalom would fall, the dark wizard would be reborn, and the world would fall under King Toth’s power. He had to trust Chantmer.
 “Are you ready?” the wizard asked again. He cocked his head, listening. “Quickly now, the wights have broken out of the courtyard. They are coming here.”
 Darik held out his good hand, palm up.
 Chantmer squatted in front of the khalifa. Sweat was pouring down her face.
 “Life is a cycle, Khalifa,” Chantmer said, and his voice was softer than usual. “We begin as seeds. When we die, the Harvester gathers our souls to sow them once more into the fertile soil so that new souls may grow. The dark wizard has corrupted this cycle, and he seeks to end it forever. You must hold this thing within you. You must, or life and death themselves will cease to have meaning.”
 He rose and took Darik’s right hand by the wrist. “Do you love your queen?”
 “I do.”
 “Would you die for her right now?”
 “Yes.” Darik spoke without hesitation, but his heart jumped, and his stomach clenched in fear. Is that what Chantmer was asking? “I would do so gladly.”
 “Think of that. Think of your friends, Markal and Whelan. Of the griffin girl, what is her name, the young flockheart?”
 “Daria.” Darik’s mouth was dry.
 “They will all die if you do not summon every bit of your strength and send it through your hand. I need it all if I’m to cast this spell. The very world needs it.”
 Chantmer’s voice was calm and measured. Much of the cold, arrogant attitude had gone out of it, replaced by an earnest intensity, and Darik caught a glimpse of the wizard’s true potential, why he had been honored and respected in the order, if never beloved of anyone.
 Darik heard the wights now, a whisper from the hallways. He felt something sniffing, searching. A guard cried out, weapons clashed. Then the guard fell silent. The enemy would arrive in moments.
 “Yes. Take my strength.”
 Chantmer began to speak. It was a long spell and went on for some time, filled with many words in the old tongue that Darik didn’t recognize. He didn’t even try, but kept his gaze on the khalifa. Everything the wizard had said went through his mind now.
 Chantmer’s voice raised. Darik’s hand burned. A great rush of power drained out of him, and he doubled over in pain as Chantmer cried out the last words of the spell.
 The door burst apart in a shower of splinters. Wights poured into the room.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-six
 Whelan and Markal led the men across the courtyard heaped with dead bodies and to the base of the fortress at the heart of the Dark Citadel. The men dismounted and climbed a stone staircase leading from the base to a pair of heavy, ugly, iron doors. There were no visible handles, no way to get leverage to force them open.
 “Stay back,” Markal ordered when the king reached out his hand. “It’s an old trick. The doors open to the touch, but only for those who the spell caster has authorized. If anyone else touches it, the surface will melt, and his hands will sink into molten metal.”
 Markal withdrew his orb. One final tendril of magic remained, but it would be enough. The dark wizard’s spell was arcane and ancient, but easily defeated with the right counterspell.
 “Reddite simplices isti et insidias struat.” 

Render harmless these traps and snares. 
 When Markal finished, he put his hands on the metal. The surface grew hot beneath his fingers, and a twinge of doubt squirmed in his belly, as he felt the dark wizard’s spell testing him. But he had disabled the trap. The doors swung open of their own volition. It was dark as a tomb inside, and even Markal’s keen eyesight could not penetrate the gloom.
 The stench of rot and decay rolled out, even more overpowering than the smell of death that permeated the courtyard. One of Whelan’s captains turned away, his face pale.
 “Torches!” the king commanded. “Quickly. You there, bring that up here.”
 As soon as he had torches, Whelan barked a few more orders, then led them inside, where they proceeded down a long, narrow corridor. The stone was hot, and men were soon shedding cloaks and hoods. Markal sensed other traps lingering in the dark spaces, and he pulled up short. As the men stopped, sounds reached his ears: screaming, pleas for mercy, a roaring fire.
 “Even now, he tortures and kills,” Markal murmured. “Do you hear that?”
 “No,” Whelan said. “What is it?”
 “Never mind. Your men cannot come. They will be killed. We must go alone.”
 The king had ordered some fifty men into the Dark Citadel with them, with the rest remaining outside to surround and secure the citadel complex. Now these men grumbled and protested that they wouldn’t be sent from Whelan’s side so close to their final battle with the enemy.
 “There are traps and snares,” Markal explained. “It is the venomous lair of the dark wizard, and he would have no assassin kill him on his throne. I would disable them, but I cannot.” He held up Memnet’s orb. It was cool and dull. “That leaves my hands, and I must preserve those for the enemy himself.”
 “But you and I can get past?” Whelan asked, frowning.
 “Yes. We possess the final magic of Memnet the Great. His orb carries its own protection. As does Soultrup.” Markal took a torch from one of the king’s men.
 Whelan rubbed at the pommel of his sword. “Then we must go alone and trust to our own strength. The rest of you, outside. Ninny, you too. No arguments. Quickly, now. Go.”
 “Follow me,” Markal said when Whelan’s men had retreated.
 The two men continued alone, the wizard and the king. The air grew hotter and hotter as they continued, until they were gasping for breath. Cells lined the corridor, filled with dead, dismembered corpses. Chains stretched rotting bodies along the wall, and bloody benches and torture devices littered each chamber.
 “Listen to me,” Markal said. “This is the source of Toth’s magic, this pain and death. The screams—can you hear them? He is still drawing power. When we find him, end the torture first. It will weaken the enemy.”
A glow came from the end of the corridor, and soon it was bright enough for Markal to cast down the torch. The screams grew in intensity. At last, they reached the throne room of King Toth.
The room was massive, some 200 feet across and another 150 or so high. A giant pit of smoldering coals sat at its heart, roiling smoke toward a hole in the ceiling. Two sweating, soot-streaked men shoveled charcoal from a wheelbarrow into the fire, while two more heaved at bellows to stoke the flames. Six torturers, themselves minor conjurers in gray robes with cartouches of power, encircled the pit, chanting foul words in the ancient tongue. They were drawing power from the prisoners being tortured in cages above the fire.
Men lowered the cages up and down above the flames, dropping men, women and children to be burned and then lifting them out before they died. They screamed and writhed in unbearable torment. Their flesh bubbled and smoked, and fat dripped from their bodies.
“The Harvester take me,” Whelan whispered.
The sight almost blinded Markal with rage and horror, and he searched until he felt the source of the evil. There, to one side, sat the dark wizard himself, naked on a throne of smooth black iron. King Toth.
Toth gripped the armrests, sighing in pleasure at the screams of his victims. From a doorway on the opposite side came more screams. Men with swords and flails guarded several dozen prisoners who were being led out of the room onto an exterior balcony. These were the ones being hurled down to the courtyard.
“Help me!” a woman screamed from a cage above the pit. “Mercy! By the Brothers!” Chains clanked as torturers lowered her toward the fire.
This seemed to jolt Whelan out of his stupor. He grabbed for his sword and tried to wrest it from its scabbard, but the magic was strongest here, the dark wizard’s wards the most potent, and the move to draw the weapon had frozen the king’s muscles. He cursed and strained.
Release his muscles, Markal said in the old tongue. A simple spell, it brought a twinge to his left hand, but no damage.
Whelan got the sword free. Even then, the dark wizard’s magic weighed on him, and he almost dropped the blade. But Soultrup had its own strength, its own will, controlled by the raging struggle of good and evil souls trapped within it. Chief among them were the souls of Memnet the Great and Captain Roderick, the latter Whelan’s brother and a former captain of the Knights Temperate. The sword moved and hummed in the king’s hand.
He sprang toward the men at the chains and gears. Two swipes, and he’d hacked them both down. Whelan lowered his shoulder and knocked into one of the torturers, who flew forward and landed screaming in the giant pit of coals, clothes bursting instantly into flames. Whelan sprang toward another of the torturers, who didn’t stop chanting even as the king came at him.
Markal moved toward the dark wizard on his throne. Toth looked up and smiled.
“You are weak,” Markal observed. “You cannot release your torturers to defend themselves, because you need every bit of strength they can give you.”
“Not so weak as you think.” Toth’s voice was deep and rasping.
Another torturer cried out as Whelan cut him down. Three of the guards herding prisoners onto the balcony grabbed up their weapons and rushed to engage Whelan, but Markal paid them no attention. The king was in a righteous fury now, and armed with Soultrup, no man would stop him. Markal was not so confident as to attack Toth himself, and thought only to hold the dark wizard until Whelan had finished weakening the source of his power.
 “No?” he asked. “So you let us break the city walls? You let us penetrate your throne room? It doesn’t bother you that we will destroy the source of your evil magic?” Markal smiled. “You never recovered from your defeat in the Free Kingdoms, did you?”
 “I am stronger than you will ever be. An army of wights overruns your king’s army. A second army has taken Balsalom. Even now, they are within the palace, and they have your precious khalifa.”
 Markal didn’t know if the dark wizard was telling the truth, but he understood the cost of commanding such armies. He had seen it for himself, in this charnel house, in the thousands of dead heaped in the courtyard outside.
 “Yet if you stop for a moment, they will falter,” Markal said. “The wights will flee in all directions. Their only thought will be to hide from the Harvester. You will have nothing. No armies, living or dead, to command.”
 Whelan finished killing the torturers and the guards, and stopped only long enough to haul the wheel back to lift the poor suffering people in the cages. Then he flew at the remaining guards still leading people outside to their deaths. They fought him with flails and swords.
 Markal glanced at the fighting, wondering if any new surprise awaited him, or if Whelan would kill the other guards as easily as the first three. It was a foolish move—doing so took his eyes off the dark wizard. By the time he looked back, Toth had one hand up and a spell on his lips.
 Markal braced himself, hastily lifting his left hand.
 Toth opened his mouth, and a black shape uncoiled from it like a shadowy snake. It lashed at Markal.
 Markal found the spell. “Protector meus et clypeo!”
 The air shimmered in front of him, and the shadowy snake slammed into it and broke apart. A small part of the whole found its way through and knocked Markal backward. He took four steps toward the pit before he caught his balance. If the bulk of the spell had hit, it would have thrown him straight into the fire.
 But Markal’s left hand was now withered and useless. He’d used too much magic. If he’d been paying attention, he could have cast the spell in front of Toth before the shadowy snake emerged, and it would have reflected some of the dark wizard’s magic back at him.
 Markal’s left hand was now useless, and Memnet’s orb was drained. That left his right hand, against whatever the dark wizard had to attack him with. A smile played at Toth’s lips, as if he knew.
 Whelan shouted in triumph as he cut down his last enemy. He came running over. Before Markal could stop him, the king sprang at the throne. Whelan’s attack was hasty, ill-conceived, but now the enemy appeared to be caught in the same trap that Markal had been in moments earlier. All Toth’s attention had been trained on Markal.
 Toth’s eyes widened in alarm. He lifted his hand and shouted a spell as Whelan swung Soultrup. The magic bent the angle of the sword attack. But Soultrup had its own will; it twisted back into place. The blade struck Toth on the shoulder and would have hacked right through him, had he been any other man. His body seemed made of oak, and the sword edge bit in and stuck. Whelan pried the blade loose.
 Toth lifted his hand to cast another spell, but Markal was ready. He drew his final reserve of strength and put it into a simple sleeping spell like the one Darik had used against Chantmer on the Tothian Way. His hand curled and blackened, and to his dismay, a twinge of doubt entered his mind at the last moment. His old curse; the doubt bled away some of the magic.
 But it was enough. The spell died on Toth’s lips, and he slumped as if with exhaustion. His eyes fluttered, and he pried them open. He looked at Whelan as the king prepared for a final swing.
 “You have lost,” the dark wizard said. His eyes rolled back, and something seemed to go out of him.
 “King Toth,” Whelan cried. “I bind your soul to my sword.”
 He swung his sword. Soultrup struck home. There was no resistance to the blade this time. It hit with such force that it cut through King Toth’s neck. The head rolled away with a spurt of blood, and the naked body collapsed off the throne. The severed head came to rest right side up, the eyes blinked once, the lips moved, and then it stopped moving.
 Whelan gripped Soultrup in his hands and closed his eyes. A look of deep concentration crossed his face.
 “Did you get him?” Markal demanded. “Is he in the sword?”
 Whelan opened his eyes, and his mouth turned down in a grim frown. “No. He is not in there with the others. Soultrup did not capture him.”

You have lost. 
 And there was that blank look in Toth’s eyes before the sword hit. Markal looked around the room, searching for a wight, a soul fleeing in mindless terror. He saw nothing, felt nothing.
 Yet somehow, somewhere, King Toth had escaped.
 
 



Chapter Twenty-seven
 Wights came in through the broken door and ripped apart the two guards who tried to stop them. More wights tore open shutters on the balcony and leaped through the windows and balcony door. The three guards at the door fought back with their scimitars, but wights pulled them limb from limb.
 Darik and Ethan would have been killed, too, but Darik’s hands were withered, and he couldn’t grip his sword, and Ethan had grabbed the khalifa and was helping the servant girl drag her back toward the balcony. He spotted the wights coming in from that direction and drew his sword with a cry. Darik moved to his side, vowing to use his life for something, if only as Ethan’s shield.
 “Fight and you die,” Chantmer said sharply. “Stand back and live.”
 Hajir and Fenerath stood rigid with terror as wights streamed past them, and the wights ignored Chantmer, as well. Darik thought the wizard was right. He had to trust Chantmer’s magic; there was no alternative.
 “Put the sword away,” Darik told Ethan.
 Ethan did as he was told as the wights encircled them. Rima knelt on the ground with Kallia, but Darik pulled the girl away, and they all stood back apace. Wights clustered around the khalifa, who still moaned and arched her back, but they didn’t touch her.
 “What are they doing?” Darik asked.
 “You have lost,” a voice said from the doorway.
 A figure entered from the hallway, taller even than Chantmer. At first, he looked like any other wight, a pale, glowing shape, but slowly, his features resolved themselves until he seemed almost solid. His eyes were piercing, wizard-like, resembling Chantmer’s, but the prominent nose and the square-cut beard on his rugged jaw made him look more like a king or lord.
 His robe was full at the sleeves in no style Darik recognized, and his long, flowing hair was pulled back in a bun on the back of his head and pinned with a jeweled brooch. A crown of interlocking silver leaves encircled his head, held together at the front with a gold sunburst.
 Darik knew, without being told, who this man was. He was the dark wizard, the wight of King Toth himself, and he had come to claim the khalifa.
 The dark wizard looked around the room. He dismissed most of them with a glance, but his eyes rested briefly on Darik. A cold shiver worked down Darik’s spine, and his knees felt weak.
 “The stink of your magic lies about this place,” Toth said. “Yet you are no wizard, you do not have this power. Who is your lord and master?”
 “The boy has done nothing,” Chantmer said. “This was my doing, dark wizard.”
 Toth regarded him. “Ah, so it was. Chantmer the Tall—I should have known it. But what exactly did you do? The infant delays its arrival, and the time is short. Yet you did not try to kill it. The queen still lives, and the thing growing within her is stronger than ever. You have served me, is that your purpose?”
 Darik looked with horror at Chantmer. “What have you done?”
 Chantmer raised an eyebrow at him. “I have only done what needed doing. I never served you, nor your queen, only the greater good of this world.”
 “And what is it you wish in return?” Toth said to Chantmer. “To stand by my side as I take control of the whole of Mithyl, to be my servant in the final struggle against the cloud kingdoms? Very well, bend your knee, and I shall accept your submission.”
 “And if I do? Would you give me this city to rule?” Chantmer asked.
 “Yes. You may rebuild the whole of Aristonia, if you wish, and declare yourself the lord and master of it all.”
 “A kingdom of the dead,” Chantmer said.
 “Why, Chantmer?” Darik cried. “Why would you betray us again? To serve the dark wizard? You want to be his slave?”
 “You are still a fool, boy,” Chantmer said. “I am Toth’s enemy. So I have always been. He knows what I have done—his wights have told him—and he is only bargaining. Offering me worthless prizes so that I will turn aside my magic and let him enter.”
 Darik and Ethan exchanged confused looks.
 “Then why did you say all of that?” Ethan asked.
 “Are you a fool, as well? I am gloating in my victory, of course. And delaying the enemy while I do so.” A smile came to Chantmer’s lips. “And now it is too late for the dark wizard. The Huntsman’s horn sounds.”
 There it was, in the distance. A long blast on a hunting horn. Baying hounds. The noise came through the windows over the din of battle. That horn had once struck terror into Darik’s heart; hearing it meant the Harvester was abroad in the land, hunting, gathering souls. No child heard the Harvester and his hounds without feeling terror that his time had come. But now, hope lifted in Darik’s breast.
 The wights seemed to hear the horn at the same time. They tilted their heads and wailed, then fled. Some scrambled over the dead guards to reach the hallway, while others hurled themselves from the windows. Moments later, they were gone. All but Toth. He rushed to Kallia.
 Ethan drew his sword and swung at the dark wizard’s wight as it passed. His sword passed through Toth, and he cried out as if burned as the weapon flew from his hands. Ethan collapsed, gasping.
 Darik rushed at Toth. A fist of cold air threw him back. It was like a winter gale blowing off the mountains, and he fought to get through it, but it was too strong. The wind pushed the viziers against the wall and threw the servant girl across the floor.
 Toth tore open Kallia’s robe to expose her massive, swollen belly. He plunged his fingers into her flesh and was soon inside her up to his wrists. She cried out and thrashed beneath him.
 “Help me!” she screamed.
 Chantmer threw up his forearm to block the blast of wind. “Fight him! Keep him out!”
 “Darik!” she cried. “By the Brothers, help me!”
 But Darik couldn’t get through the wind. Toth was now in up to his elbows, and a triumphant smile spread across his face.
 “I have won, I shall be reborn. Death has no power over me!”
 “No!” she cried.
 Kallia grabbed for his face and pushed. For a moment, they were struggling together, and then Toth fell back with a curse. The wind died. The fit left her the instant he lost contact with her body. She sat up, gasping, a hand over her exposed belly. Toth rose to his feet, trembling and shaking, his eyes blazing with rage and hatred.
 A sigh at the door, and all eyes turned. The Harvester stood at the threshold. Physically, he looked like a man, middle-aged and strongly built, with a thick, curly beard. But everyone in the room seemed to shrink when he stepped inside.
 A bag hung from the Harvester’s belt. It squirmed and writhed with the prey of his hunt. He held scythes in each hand, as if for cutting ripe stalks of wheat, or maybe they were swords. No, it was a hunting bow, with an arrow notched. Every time Darik blinked, the weapons changed.
 Rima screamed, or maybe that was one of the viziers. It might have even been Darik; he was almost overcome with terror.
 Hounds bayed and barked in the corridor outside the room. For the moment, the Harvester didn’t allow them to enter.
 “King Toth, Lord of Aristonia and Dark Wizard of Veyre, your time has come.”
 The Harvester’s voice was deep and cold, and it seemed to seep into Darik’s very bones. His knees buckled at that sound, and he almost fell. Something deep within—his very soul—begged him to flee the room, but he could not move.
 “You have no power over me,” Toth said.
 “You are a mortal soul,” the Harvester said, “and tonight you will come with me.”
 “We have fought before,” Toth said. “I have always escaped. Even in this form, I have power.”
 Darik stared. Why wasn’t the Harvester moving? Why didn’t he finish it?
 “The vessel has closed against you,” the Harvester said with a glance to Kallia. “And you do not have the strength to find another body. Should you escape, generations will pass before you can return.”
 “Then go, leave me,” Toth said. “The city is full of wights—gather them before they escape. Do not waste your time hunting me. I am but one soul. What am I to your dark gathering?”
 “Tonight, you are everything.”
 At last, the Harvester moved. One moment, he was at the door, and the next, he was where Toth was, scythes swinging. His hounds poured into the room, monstrous things the size of lions, with long, slavering jaws that looked more like hyenas’ than dogs’. They sprang snarling toward King Toth.
 But the dark wizard was no longer there. He had vanished in a puff of smoke.
 The Harvester stopped. His hounds stood whining and baying, then looked up at their master and whimpered.
 “Take my soul,” Kallia said from the floor. “Do with it what you will, but do not leave me here to be stalked by the dark wizard.”
 “Your time has not come,” the Harvester said.
 “Then kill this child growing within me. Toth cannot be reborn through me.”
 “What grows within you no longer matters. It has no life force. It will come in due course, but it will not be alive, and your enemy cannot enter it.” With this, the Harvester turned toward the door.
 Chantmer had remained quietly near the window, but now he spoke. “Huntsman, do not leave. King Toth has not escaped. Darik, move aside.”
 Darik had no idea what the wizard meant, but he moved over to Ethan and the viziers, where they lay trembling in fear and staring at the Harvester with wide eyes.
 Chantmer pulled back his sleeves and inspected his arms. He located a small tattoo in the crook of his left arm. From Darik’s position, it seemed no more than a simple rune, the last marking left on the wizard’s body after the long night of magical battles, and he didn’t see how there could be enough power there to have any effect whatsoever.

“Et erubescant ex omnibus, quæ abscondita sunt.” 
 Darik understood the words: reveal things that are hidden. 
 The oil lamps burned brighter. Those flames that had blown out in the dark wizard’s blast of wind now relit with flares of light. A dark shape caught Darik’s eye. There, on the floor, like a cord or a belt made of shadow. It stretched from Kallia’s belly to the wall where Darik had been standing. There was another shadow there against the wall, so thin it was no bigger than a water stain on the plaster.
 But the shadowy cord grew more solid with each passing moment, until it was quite clearly a heavy chain, each link as big as Darik’s fist. And the thin shadow on the end became King Toth. The chain encircled the dark wizard’s wrists and traveled from them to the khalifa’s belly.
 “My magic kept him from entering the new body,” Chantmer said, “but as soon as he reached into the khalifa to touch it, he became bound to the thing nonetheless. He cannot escape it now. Huntsman, Dark Gatherer, Harvester, youngest of the brother gods—your prey is trapped.”
 The Harvester came at Toth, scythes swinging. The dark wizard pulled and tugged at the chains, but couldn’t get free. The scythes struck him, whirling. Toth screamed and clawed at the metal blades, but with no effect. Still, each blow did little damage, and Darik began to wonder if the dark wizard’s soul was invincible. But when the Harvester pulled back, Toth stared up with gaping eyes, all reason gone from his face, his features bleeding into a ghostly blue.
 And then the hounds came. They barked and bit, tearing and savaging. They ripped off an arm, then a leg, opened the wight’s belly and tore out chunks of whatever substance lay within. And still, Toth’s wight fought and flailed. But he looked like a fish that had been dragged on a hook from the water and thrown onto the deck of a boat, slowly suffocating: mouth gaping, body twitching, but dying.
 At last, the Harvester called off his dogs. He bent, and in a quick movement, gathered up what was left as if it were discarded clothing, then stuffed it into his bag. The bag writhed and twisted, and for a moment, Darik saw a gaping, terrified face pressing against the leather from within. Then it was gone.
 The Harvester raised his horn and let out a long, piercing blast. His dogs lifted their heads and bayed. They raced from the room into the corridor, and the Harvester strode after them.
 For a moment, all stood gaping. Then the khalifa struggled to her feet, and Rima rushed to get a silk sheet from her bed to wrap around the woman’s bare belly. Chantmer stood gloating by the window, gazing out at the palace with such a look of satisfaction that Darik couldn’t stand to look at him. Instead, he followed Ethan across the room, where the man peered timidly into the corridor.
 Ethan turned back, his eyes wide. He put a hand on Darik’s shoulder. “We have faced the dark wizard and spoken to the Harvester in the same night, my friend. And we have lived to tell the tale.”
 “Yes,” Darik said. “Yes, we have.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-eight
 Veyre had fallen into their hands, and Markal and Whelan had overthrown the Dark Citadel itself, but before they’d arrived back at the gates of the city, panicked riders galloped up crying that an army of wights was overrunning them. The other wizards from the order—Timothe and Philina—had held them back for a spell, but they’d exhausted their magic and been forced to retreat.
 Markal charged after Whelan, expecting to find another desperate battle, but when they reached the gates, Veyrians were throwing down their weapons and surrendering en masse. The king’s men across the battlefield were cheering and embracing, with no wights to be seen. Someone said they had vanished. One moment, wights had been surging onto the battlefield, and the next, they were gone. Ravagers had been leading them, but the undead knights collapsed, motionless, the same moment the wights fled.
 Whelan turned to Markal, and his face was full of wonder. “What does this mean? Could it be—?”
 Markal could hardly dare hope. “It must be.”
 “Then the dark wizard is . . . ?”
 “Defeated. He must have been. Wherever he went, his power is broken.” Markal turned toward the Dark Citadel, feeling, sensing. There was nothing emanating from it now, no magic, no foul feeling. It was an empty ziggurat of black brick, and nothing more.
 “Kallia,” Whelan began, and emotion choked his voice. The grim, determined warrior king was gone, replaced by a worried husband. “She must be all right. If Toth had gone for her . . . Kallia must have fought him off. Right?”
 Markal didn’t know. A new worry had been weighing on his mind since Toth escaped them in the Dark Citadel. Toth hadn’t seemed defeated, he’d seemed triumphant. He’d boasted about his wights conquering Balsalom. Markal could only think he meant Kallia and the child within her.
 Two captains rode up with another report, and Markal was spared the need to explain his worries as the king was forced to attend to his men. Markal joined Narud, Sofiana, and the knights from the Dark Citadel assault in following Whelan through the open gates and onto the field of battle. They found Hoffan’s mounted force, and Whelan ordered the mountain lord to organize the chaotic battlefield.
 They couldn’t celebrate, not yet. The wounded lay groaning across the plain, there were prisoners to attend to, and Whelan wanted foot soldiers kept out of the city. He’d already given orders that Veyre was not to be sacked, but such instructions were easily forgotten and ignored in the flush of victory.
 It was almost dawn, and a gray light suffused the horizon far over the sea. Markal glanced skyward, looking for a last glimpse of danger. The cloud kingdoms had begun to drift away. They’d never intervened, never acted to change the course of the battle, curse them.
 No sign of a dragon, thank the Brothers. Griffins circled the battlefield several hundred yards to the north. Something or someone on the ground held their attention.
 Markal turned his horse and rode to investigate.
#
 Markal found the dragon. It had fallen in the middle of what had been a farm. The ground had been churned in the fight, the house and its outbuildings burned to the ground. Little was left but a stone well, its top crushed by the monster’s fall, and a smoldering chimney from the farmhouse.
 Spears and arrows without number pierced the dragon’s hide. A sword stuck out of one of its nostrils, and a broken lance jutted from its eye. One of its wings had been nearly severed, and relentless attacks had opened its ribs and hacked into its belly, where fire still smoldered, leaking a sulfurous stench. The beast was terrible to behold even in death, but Markal couldn’t help but feel sorrow as he studied it. What rage drove it to such destruction? Did it feel fear when enemies finally swarmed it in numbers too great to resist?
 Yet the monster had extracted a terrible vengeance even in defeat. Dead men and animals lay burned and gashed: knights, footmen, archers, horses, and griffins, their bodies torn apart.
 Two griffins pawed the ground nearby, tossing their heads and screaming as men tried to approach. One was a white griffin, the other, Daria’s tamed golden griffin, a big, intimidating beast that was diminished only in relation to the enormous dragon a few feet away. A woman with a long, dark braid stood with the griffins. She held a sword and stood over a body, snarling at anyone attempting to approach.
 Markal took in the golden griffin, the woman—she was Daria’s mother, Palina—and the body, and his heart sank. It could only be the young flockheart. She had defeated the dragon, but at the cost of her own life.

How will I tell Darik? 
 One of the Eriscoban soldiers spotted Markal. “It’s the griffin queen. We tried to help, but they won’t let us near.”
 Hope rose in Markal’s breast. Was Daria alive? His horse tossed her head and refused to go any closer, so he dismounted and approached on foot.
 “Stay back!” Palina snapped.
 “It’s me, Markal.”
 “Oh, yes. Come, then. She is . . . I don’t know if anything can be done.” Anguish tore at Palina’s voice.
 The griffins shrieked at Markal, but he spoke a few soothing words, and they calmed. They keened softly as he approached the young woman at their feet.
 Daria groaned. She had her hands to her face. She didn’t seem to be bleeding, and she was kicking her feet as if in terrible pain, so she couldn’t have broken her back in a fall. Maybe it was nothing more than cracked ribs, thank the Brothers.
 Markal dropped to his knees. “Where are you hurt?”
 “Markal? Is that you?”
 Daria lowered her hands. Markal drew in his breath. Her beautiful face was burned, the skin black and peeling. Her eyes were weeping, ruined. She stank of dragon blood—it must have splashed her eyes and face. Palina looked down at her daughter. There was grief and fear in her expression.
 “Yes, it’s me,” Markal said gently. “You did it, you defeated the dragon.”
 “Is the battle over?”
 “Yes. The dark wizard has been defeated.”
 “Do you think Darik—”
 “Shh. Not now. Let me help you.”
 Daria groaned again. “I’m scared, Markal.”
 “Shh.”
 Markal had withered his hands in the final struggle with the dark wizard, and they were still so badly injured that he’d needed help getting back into the saddle when they finished at the Dark Citadel. He couldn’t heal Daria, but he did have the ability to ease her pain.
 He whispered a few words. She sighed, and she stopped kicking her feet.
 “Is that better?” he asked.
 “Better.” Daria drew a deep breath. “It still hurts, but I can bear it now. You can go. I hear the cries of the wounded. They are suffering terribly.”
 “There are others to help, and I am drained of magic. Let me find Narud.”
 “Markal?” She turned toward him, and Markal had to look away from her ruined face. “Do you think Narud might help me?” Daria lifted trembling fingers toward her eyes, but they stopped just short. She wasn’t talking about the pain or scarring.
 “I don’t know,” he admitted.
#
 “Her injuries are still fresh,” Narud murmured. “That is something.”
 It was now late afternoon, nearly ten hours after Markal had found Daria wounded on the battlefield. Neither the young woman’s mother nor the griffins would allow her to be moved, so she remained where she was, under an open sky, lifted onto a blanket, but otherwise undisturbed. Her wounds looked horrible, seeping, and the burns kept them from being bandaged.
 The two wizards stood a hundred feet away from her, looking toward the little encampment. Griffins still circled protectively overhead, and Palina had demanded that any flatlanders be kept far away from her daughter and the fallen dragon. Only the wizards were allowed to approach.
 Markal looked down at his hands. They’d begun to heal, especially the left. “I can do something about her face. Begin it healing, encourage the skin to grow whole and pink again. There’s no need for her to be scarred. It’s the eyes that worry me. Those, I cannot fix.”
 “Yes, the eyes.” Narud frowned and shook his head. “Anyone else, I might be able to do it. Not to restore the vision entirely, but a little bit. Like an old woman, her eyes clouded by age—it would be better than absolute blindness. But not the eyesight of a griffin rider. That is beyond me.”
 “Beyond me, too.” Markal chewed worriedly on his lip. “If you can’t do it, nobody can. I suppose there’s no other choice. Do the best you are able. Let her tell light from dark, at least.”
 Daria would be unable to fly, but maybe she could stay with Darik and follow him as he trained in wizardry—or trained with Whelan and the Knights Temperate, should he follow the path of the sword, instead. Yet the thought of Daria, so fierce and independent, a child of the mountains and the wild, holding Darik’s elbow as she groped her way through life filled him with a deep sorrow.
 “There is one other possibility,” Narud said. “Something that would restore her sight. It would come with a cost, of course.”
 “All such things do. Do you mean . . . ?”
 “Yes. Let us explain to the girl, let her decide.”
 They approached the griffin encampment. The riders knew them both, and some of the griffins seemed almost friendly when they met Narud. When the wizards reached Daria and her mother, Markal explained what they were offering.
 Daria stared blankly through her ruined eyes. Her mother sat next to her, holding her daughter’s hand.
 “The eyesight of a griffin?” Daria said. “That’s what I’d have?”
 “Not exactly, but close,” Markal said. “To be precise, an eagle.”
 “But you said there was a cost. What is the cost of that? Talon can spot a rabbit from a mile in the air. I’ve always wanted to see like that.”
 “And when the rabbit is right in front of his face?”
 “Close in, he can’t tell a rabbit from a sheepskin,” she admitted. “Not by sight. He relies on smell at short distances.”
 “But you would not have Talon’s sense of smell, only his vision.”
 “Oh, I see.”
 “Reading would be a challenge, as would doing anything close with your hands.” Markal held his arms apart. “About four feet, that’s the distance. Inside of that, all would be a blur.”
 “We could give you a crow’s vision,” Narud said. “A crow sees about as well as a man, both close and far. But the only way I can manage that is to turn you completely into a bird. I could do that, if you’d like. Would you like to be a crow instead?”
 “Don’t be ridiculous,” Palina said.
 Narud shrugged. “It’s not so bad.”
 “Until you can’t change back, sure.”
 “I’ll take the griffin sight,” Daria said. “Compared to the other thing you said—my eyes cloudy, barely able to tell night from day—there doesn’t seem to be much of a choice. It will probably make me a better rider, in fact. I’ll take that.”
 “There is one other cost,” Markal said hesitantly. “To have the eyesight of an eagle means you’d need the eyes of an eagle.”
 “I don’t understand.”
 “An eagle’s eyes,” Narud said. “Quite literally.”
 “But she wouldn’t have a beak or anything, right?” Palina asked.
 “No,” Narud said, smiling. “Only the eyes. Dark in the center, with gold rings, but no whites. People will find her gaze hard to bear. They’ll be startled and look away.”
 “Maybe flatlanders,” Palina said. “None of our own people.”
 “And Darik?” Markal asked gently, the question directed to the daughter, not the mother. He chose his words carefully. “Will he find it alarming?”
 “What does that matter?” Palina said.
 “Mother, please.” Daria turned in the direction of Markal’s voice. “Darik will accept me. He would have accepted me if I had returned scarred and deformed. He will surely do so if my eyes look strange and I need him to read to me. He loves me, Markal.”
 “Yes, of course he does.” Markal felt guilty for doubting. It had been many, many years since he’d allowed himself to fall in love, but human attraction was a strange thing. Who knew what could alter it?
 “And I love him, too. I want to see him, soon. So can we do your magic now?” Daria said. “I don’t want to wait another minute.”
 Markal nodded at Narud. Better do the hard part first. The other wizard squatted next to the young woman and rested his strongest hand on her face. She winced at the touch, but did not cry out or pull away.
 Narud chanted the words of the spell. Moments later, Daria opened her eyes and blinked.
 Palina leaned over her daughter, frowning. “Well?” 
 “It doesn’t hurt anymore, but I can’t see.”
 “That part will take time,” Markal said. “Perhaps days.”
 He looked into Daria’s bright, staring eyes. Her eagle eyes. It was unsettling. Even Palina frowned and looked away after a moment, her expression troubled.
 “We can’t stay here days,” Palina said. “All these flatlanders, the thick air down here—it’s intolerable. If she needs help flying, so be it.”
 “Talon won’t take another rider, Mother.”
 “Then we’ll lead him.”
 “He won’t be led, either,” Daria said.
 “Talon will carry Narud,” Markal said. “Perhaps if the two of you rode together . . . ”
 Narud approached the griffins. He stroked the feathers along Talon’s throat and whispered in his ear. The griffin snorted and tossed his head, but didn’t pull away.
 Now Narud turned. “I have business in Veyre. The dark wizard’s magic hangs about the city. His runes and wards must be broken before the people can be freed. You go with the girl, Markal.”
 Markal eyed the large golden griffin doubtfully. “Yes, if he’ll take me. Daria can take the reins, I’ll sit behind and help guide her.”
 “I suppose that would be all right,” Palina said grudgingly. “You can accompany us as far as the mountains.”
 “I’m not going to the mountains, Mother.” Daria pushed herself into a sitting position. She gingerly touched her face, the angry red flesh where Markal still needed to cast more spells so that it would heal properly. “I’m going to Balsalom to find Darik.”
 
 



Chapter Twenty-nine
 The next few days after the battle were a time of relief for Kallia. She was blissfully free of the pain that had torn at her during the last few weeks. Instead, she faced the normal twinges any woman would endure: the aching back, the feeling that her innards had been rudely pushed about. Perhaps it was worse because it had grown with unnatural speed, and her belly was swollen as if she were carrying twins, but her only real worry was that it would never come, that she would carry the dead thing within her until it killed her. Meanwhile, she began the first steps to rebuild her battered, hungry city.
 On the third night after the battle, Kallia had retired to her bed and was listening to the cricket chirping in its cage at the window, when something twinged low in her abdomen. She shifted her body and waited. A few minutes later, another twinge, this one stronger.
 By the time she called in Rima and Samira, the girl’s mother and the palace midwife, Kallia was sure that the baby would soon be coming. Rima and Samira gathered basins of hot water and clean cotton cloths and made a comfortable birthing bed with sheets and pillows.
 The two spoke soothing words, and when Samira prodded Kallia with her fingers, she proclaimed that the birth seemed to be progressing without complication. But mother and daughter exchanged glances, and when they’d mixed poppy into Kallia’s tea to ease the pain, Rima’s hand trembled when she poured it.
 “Please, do not be afraid,” Kallia said. “Chantmer said I am out of danger.”
 Male voices sounded in the hallway. The midwife must have called additional guards to stand watch while Kallia delivered.
 “I don’t know how to . . . ” Samira began. She swallowed. “If it comes out, and it’s . . . you understand?”
 “No.”
 “If it is not a . . . a person.”
 “That won’t happen. It is a stillbirth,” Kallia said sadly. “That is all. Treat it as a child that didn’t make it. We will place its body on a tower of silence as if it had been alive, and we will try to forget its origins.”
 “But will it look like a child?” The midwife seemed ready to add something else, but hastily shook her head. “I beg your forgiveness, Khalifa, may you live forever. I will not be afraid, and we will both do as you command.”
 The voices raised outside the room.
 “Please send the guards away,” Kallia said. “I feel more pangs coming, and I don’t want to hear men arguing in the corridor.”
 Samira sent Rima to the door, while the older woman stayed with Kallia as the birthing pangs came on. They were harder this time, a gradual tightening sensation that soon grew uncomfortable to the point of pain. But there was none of the unnatural burning, tearing agony that she’d suffered before, and she endured until they’d passed.
 Heavy footsteps sounded on the floor. A man, speaking to Rima near the door. He was in the room? Why didn’t the girl send him away?
 Kallia opened her eyes. She drew in her breath in shock. Her husband, Whelan, was kneeling next to her, smiling. His clothes were clean, his beard recently shaven, but he smelled of animal—bird and beast alike.
 “You flew a griffin,” she said.
 It was a foolish thing to say. Her heart was bursting with joy to see him alive and healthy and by her side so soon. But she was mid-childbirth and had sipped tea with poppy, which was dulling her senses.
 “Daria’s uncle flew me. I needed to see you.” Whelan squeezed her hand. “I needed to know that you were safe.”
 Kallia squeezed back, and when she saw the tears in his eyes, her own eyes welled.
 Samira lifted Kallia’s robe to see the progress, and Whelan glanced down.
 “Is it—” he began. “Is there hope?”
 Kallia shook her head. “No, my love.” Her voice caught. “I am sorry. There is none. It doesn’t move, it cannot be felt except as a lump.”
 “I see.” His voice was tight. “I had hoped that once the dark wizard was defeated . . . ”
 She squeezed his hand again. “So did I.”
 The great wheel of Mithyl was always turning. Children were born, grew into men and women, and then died. The Harvester gathered their souls, ground them together, and sowed them onto the fertile world to be rebirthed. But this thing had been put inside her to serve as a vessel for the dark wizard’s own soul. It did not have that seed of life, it never had.
 The birthing grew harder and harder until Kallia felt a great pressure in her lower abdomen, a need to strain and push the thing out. The midwife hesitated, told her to resist a few minutes longer, and then to push when she could no longer hold back. Kallia did as she was told. Something was coming out—she could feel it emerging—and she doubled her effort. A few minutes later, it emerged. There was no sound. Kallia didn’t look.
 Whelan was down with the midwife by her spread legs. She felt him lifting something. He swallowed hard.
 “Tell me,” Kallia said. There was a tight band around her chest, and she wanted to sob.
 “Are you sure you want to know?” he asked.
 “Yes. What is . . . what does it look like?”
 “It is a real child,” Whelan said. “A boy. He is beautiful. He has long eyelashes and dark, curly hair. He looks like a Balsalomian.” His voice changed. “But he doesn’t move. There is no breath, and he is cold. Not warm, like your body, just cold. You were right. He was never alive. Flesh without soul.”
 Kallia still couldn’t bring herself to look. Her heart was aching. To look was more than she could bear.
 Samira called for her daughter to bring the warm, wet, cotton cloths, and when Rima moved to obey, the girl screamed in terror.

Whelan lied to me, Kallia thought. It isn’t a child at all, it is something monstrous. He doesn’t want me to know. 
 But Whelan gasped, and Samira made a sound of fear deep in her throat, and Kallia looked at them. They were staring at the far side of the room. A tall figure stood cloaked in shadow, a hood over his face that the lamplight couldn’t penetrate. Kallia’s heart hammered in her chest, and she was sure suddenly that the dark wizard’s wight had returned. Somehow, he had escaped the Harvester’s bag and come back to claim his new body.
 “Mortals,” the newcomer said. The lights flickered when he spoke, and Kallia recognized the dark, chilling voice.
 “The Harvester take me!” Samira wailed.
 “Not tonight, I won’t,” he said. “Not if you listen and obey. Step back, all of you. If you touch me, your souls will be torn from your bodies.”
 The midwife and her daughter scrambled into the corner. Whelan reached one hand to help Kallia up. She took his wrist.
 “No, leave the mother and her child on the floor. They will not be affected.”
 Mother and child. Kallia could scarcely dare to hope. Mother and child. Could it possibly mean . . . ?
 Whelan laid it gently on Kallia’s chest, and now she did look down. Her heart nearly broke at what she saw. He was so beautiful and perfect looking. But so dead at the same time. No, not dead, never alive in the first place, like a perfectly carved statue, only soft and of flesh. But cold, so cold, in her arms.
 The Harvester waited until Whelan had stepped away, and then moved to her side. He took his bag, no longer writhing with souls, but heavy. He eased open the drawstring and brought out a pinch of something.
 “From every sowing, a harvest, and from every harvest, fresh seed to sow.” The Harvester rubbed his fingers together, and Kallia felt, more than saw, something sifting down, like the finest gold dust. “Patience,” he said, as he withdrew. “It will take a moment.”
 Kallia waited, scarcely breathing. The child didn’t move, lay perfectly still. And then, the first stirring. The baby opened his mouth and took in a ragged breath. Warmth flooded through his tiny body. He squirmed.
 Kallia’s own first breath came in a sob. She held the child to her face, weeping, as the baby whimpered and then let out a lusty cry. Kallia sobbed, and Whelan approached and held them both tight.
 “Thank you,” Whelan said, voice husky, as he looked up at the Harvester, still standing in the corner of the room.
 “Yes. Now, I must go. My bag is full with the freshly gathered, and the land west of here has lain fallow for too many generations.”
 The Harvester vanished. Kallia’s breasts were heavy and swollen (when had that happened?), and almost without thinking she slipped her robe from her shoulder and held the baby to her breast. After a moment, he found the nipple. Whelan kept holding her, and the two of them wept with joy.
 
 



Chapter Thirty
 “Then you still mean to marry her?” Markal asked.
 Darik couldn’t keep the scowl from his face. “I heard what you said, and I know it won’t be as bad as you say. And anyway, it doesn’t matter. I love Daria, and she loves me. Nothing will change that. You understand, you know that already, so why are you trying to talk me out of it?”
 The wizard and the young man were walking the upper balconies of the palace. Balsalom stretched below, lights glittering in windows, the last smoldering fires near the Grand Bazaar nearly put out, but still glowing red and ominous, a reminder of how close the city had come to utter destruction. Darik knew Daria was up here on one of the roofs; she wouldn’t have landed lower in the palace by all the people. But Markal had insisted on talking to him first.
 “I’m only telling you because I want you to be sure,” Markal said. “A wise decision is an informed decision. And I would choose a different path for you, as you know.”
 “Is it so important to you?”
 “Of course it is important to me. Chantmer has vanished, but for how long? He’s still lurking out there, up to who knows what. The wizards of the cloud kingdoms have their own schemes. There are powerful mages in Marrabat. All of them are a danger. My order is broken, it needs more wizards. It needs you, your energy and will. You have natural ability and could become a great wielder of magic. You’re on the cusp already—it’s mostly knowledge you’re lacking, not focus, not devotion.”
 Darik sighed. It was a seductive opportunity. A year ago, he’d have dreamed of commanding such power.
 “Whelan has his own offer to make,” Markal said. “I shouldn’t tempt you with it, but again, I want you to know everything before you decide.”
 “To rejoin the Knights Temperate?” Darik shook his head. “No, Markal.”
 He’d seen so much death, he never wanted to see war or battle again. Never wanted to see the death of another friend or companion. Like Captain Rouhani, his broken body collected from the palace courtyard and carried by Darik and Ethan and a company of Desert Lions to a tower of silence outside the city walls.
 “I know what that means,” Darik added. “The land is in turmoil, there will be famine, and brigands on the roads, and failing crops for years to come. I’ve done enough killing, I’ve spent too many weeks in the saddle, walked too many miles on foot.”
 “Do you know Meadow Down?” Markal asked.
 “The small kingdom near Mount Rachis? Yes, I remember it.”
 “The king of Meadow Down was killed, and his two sons fell as well, one at Arvada, the other at Veyre. Whelan has offered you the throne.”
 “Me?” Darik blinked, momentarily breathless. “I would be a king?”
 “It is a very small kingdom. A single fertile valley and the surrounding hill country. A few small villages. Many of the men died in the war, and there are bandits in the hills.”
 Darik could picture the place now, hear the drone of bees, see the meadows and the small farms. But there would be work to do. He had seen lands ravaged by war, and it was easier to destroy than to rebuild.
 A king. Only a year ago, he had been a slave.
 “It wouldn’t be easy,” Markal said. “But you could do a great deal of good. A thoughtful man like you, tempered by war—you could bring stability, and then rule gently and with wisdom when you have enforced the peace. With Whelan as the high king at Arvada, you would have all the support you needed.”
 “Markal, please don’t ask me to do this. Daria could never live in a castle, have servants and petitioners. She would retreat to the highest tower and stare toward the mountains.”
 “You could ask her.”
 “I couldn’t.”
 “Then taking the crown would mean not marrying Daria.”
 “There must be somebody else.”
 “There is always somebody else. But perhaps not somebody better.”
 Darik fell silent. They’d climbed a staircase of old, broken flagstones to another garden balcony, and now Markal stopped. They must be near Daria, Darik decided. A chill breeze blew from the west, and for the first time in days, he smelled nothing but the clean desert air.
 Markal rested a hand on Darik’s shoulder. “Go with her,” he said slowly. “If that’s what your heart desires, follow it, follow her into the mountains. If it’s what you truly desire—”
 “It is.”
 “Then go. I will find you in a few years. A wizard’s life is long, and so can yours be. There is no hurry—we will resume your studies later.”
 Darik nodded. “I would like that.”
 “But practice! If you forget what you’ve already learned, I’ll give you a pair of goat legs and make you dance for me as penance.”
 Darik laughed. A smile passed over Markal’s face, and then he said something that the young man didn’t quite catch. Darik glanced away, and when he looked back, the wizard was gone. Darik smiled. It was a final bit of trickery for his amusement.
 He reached out and felt for Markal’s magic. It was there, faint but steady, leading back down the stairs. He could follow it if he wanted. Tell Markal he’d changed his mind.
 Darik turned toward the far side of the garden, searching in the opposite direction. Movement caught his eye near a copse of peach trees, a few withered pieces of fruit still hanging from their branches.
 “Is that you?” a shy woman’s voice asked. She took a step forward.
 His heart leaped, but he approached cautiously. A large, stirring shape was also tucked back there in the darkness, and he’d rather not have his head plucked off by an angry griffin.
 “No, not you,” Daria said in a sharp voice as the griffin tried to push past her. “He didn’t bring anything to eat.”
 “Except myself,” Darik said. “Has he had his supper?”
 She laughed, and some of the shyness left her voice. “Stay there, I’ll come to you.” Daria stepped out of the shadows, but she kept her head down, not looking at him. “I hope you’re not . . . that is, I mean . . .”
 “Markal told me what happened. You know it doesn’t make any difference.” He took her hands and pulled her in. Her body was cool against his. A girl of the high mountains.
 Daria looked up, and it took all his willpower not to turn away from the sharp, penetrating gaze. Eagle eyes—that hadn’t seemed so bad when Markal told him. A bird of prey had a striking look to it, and while he would miss Daria’s dark, beautiful eyes, surely that was the least important thing about her. But he hadn’t been prepared for that penetrating stare that made him feel as though he were a rabbit about to be devoured.
 “You’re too close,” she said, her voice nervous. “I can’t read your face. Are you upset, does it bother you?”
 “It is different,” he admitted. “It will take some getting used to.”
 “Be kind, I need you to be honest. Don’t leave me wondering. I can’t read your voice, either. We are simple people in the mountains, we don’t understand lying or deception. Do you think me ugly?”
 “Daria, you are beautiful, and it wouldn’t matter if you’d been left blind, I’d have still thought the same thing. My only worry was your mother convincing you to leave me.”
 She laughed. “My mother? You thought she would change my mind?”
 “It worried me, yes.”
 “Darik, I fought a dragon. Do you think I’d let my mother scare me off?”
 When she blinked, the piercing gaze vanished, but then her eyes opened again. Already, it was less challenging to meet her gaze. He would grow used to it, of course he would.
 Daria kissed him shyly on the lips. “I still want to be your mate. Do you feel the same way?”
 “Yes. More than ever.”
 She kissed him again. His heart pounded, and when he took her in his arms, the press of her breasts and hips against him was almost more than he could bear. He wanted her so badly.
 Daria pulled away. “But not here. There are too many people, and I’m nervous. Can you wait until the mountains?”
 “I’ll wait as long as I need to. But yes, um, sooner would be better.” Darik glanced toward the shadows, where the griffin was prancing nervously. “Will he carry me without trouble?”
 “Maybe a little trouble. He’s still got some wildness in him. But don’t worry, I’ll hold you tight.”
 Daria clicked her tongue on her teeth, and the golden griffin stepped out of the shadows. He was enormous, and when he cocked his head and fixed his eye on Darik, it was hard for Darik to remember that he’d flown griffins before. He felt rather like his meal, instead.
 But Daria settled Talon long enough to get them both onto his back, and moments later, they were shooting into the sky. Darik wrapped his arms around Daria’s waist, and suddenly he was back to that first flight, when she’d rescued him from Montcrag castle. The exhilaration, the feel of his hands on her body. Her hair blowing in his face. Her clean smell. By the Brothers, he would happily drown in the smell of her.
#
 They made it halfway across the Desolation of Toth that night, and Daria brought them down at dawn to rest Talon for a few hours before they continued. The landscape was changed. It hadn’t suddenly blossomed, but the gray mists were gone, the sense of dread. Instead, he could see a broken land of ruins, with pale, sickly weeds here and there. The ground was damp from rainfall, and Darik wondered if spring would bring fresh growth across this once dead land. He hoped so.
 Daria took them to the mountains and then veered north, in the direction where her mother had led the flock. Palina, Daria explained, was leading a scouting party into the Wylde, the great forests of the northern mountains. They would cross the land of golden griffins and stone giants and pass into the country of mammoths. Daria kept them flying for most of the day, stopping only to kill a young deer, which she tied to the griffin’s haunches.
 It was too dark for Darik to see by the time Daria brought Talon circling down to a stone tower hidden in the mountains. They landed in the aerie, and Darik went downstairs to start a fire in the hearth. There was a cold stream outside, and he filled the pot and set it boiling over the fire. He found wild carrots and some sort of tuberous root in a bucket, which he chopped and added to the water.
 Daria finished feeding and brushing Talon, but then she spent at least an hour dressing the deer, and finally, they had to cook and eat the stew. By then, Darik was exhausted.
 He stretched, yawning, in front of the fire, wrapped in a sheepskin blanket he’d found in a bin on the far side of the room. All day long, he’d dreamed of making love to Daria, but that would have to wait for another day. He couldn’t keep his eyes open. Or so he told himself.
 Daria lay down next to him and slipped her cool, dry hand beneath his tunic to rest on his belly, and suddenly he was wide awake.
 “Are you ready to be married?” she asked.
 “We make love, and that’s it? We’ll be married?”
 “Yes!” She laughed, a bright, cheerful sound that warmed his heart. “Once we’ve mated, what else is there to do?”
 “It doesn’t work that way in the flatlands. Someone has to say something, and someone else has to announce the matter to the world. Then there are gifts to exchange, a celebration of the families, and other things along those lines.”
 “What is the point of all of that?” Daria asked.
 “You know, that is a very good question.”
 Darik kissed her, and she eagerly returned the kiss. Her fingers tugged at his tunic, and his fingers unlaced her leather vest. They undressed and tentatively explored each other’s bodies. Daria was so beautiful, every inch of her skin wonderful to his touch. He wanted to stay wrapped in the sheepskin, while she wanted to lie naked atop it and shift away from the fire, which was too hot for her, but as they came together, they were both shivering with excitement and anticipation.
 They made love for some time, and when they were finished, Daria pulled away, saying she needed to cool down. After a few minutes, she rolled next to him again and rested her hand against his chest. She wrapped her lean, muscular leg around him.
 “I was wondering,” she began. “Will we have a child together?”
 “I hope so.”
 “Me, too. But it is not easy with my people. There have always been few of us. We are not so fertile as the flatlanders, and it sometimes takes lots of mating to make it happen.”
 “I’m willing to mate as often as necessary,” Darik said.
 “Me, too!” she said, so earnestly that he had to laugh. “No, really. I liked it a lot!” She propped herself on one elbow, and the firelight glinted off her breasts. “What is so funny?”
 “Nothing at all.” He kissed her. “I liked it, too.”
 “You know, many pairs don’t live together. If you want your own aerie in the north country, I can still visit you often. Every week, if you’d like.”
 “I don’t want my own aerie, I want to live with you.”
 “I’m glad, because that’s what I want, too.” Daria was silent for a few minutes before she spoke again, and Darik was on the verge of drifting off to sleep. “I imagine a daughter first, if that’s all right with you. What do you think she be would like? Our child, I mean.”
 “Hopefully, like her mother. I can’t imagine anything more wonderful than a daughter who looks like you.”
 “Maybe with my hair. I always thought it was pretty. But she could have your dark skin. That would be nice.”
 “Is my skin dark?” He’d never really thought it to be so.
 “Not dark like in Marrabat, but like chestnut wood, maybe. Darker than mine. It’s really pale. I like yours better.”
 “Well, I don’t. I think your skin is perfect.”
 “Thank you.”
 After that, she fell silent, though he could tell that she wasn’t sleeping. How much time had she spent alone with her thoughts? Darik enjoyed some solitude, but he had a feeling that over time he might come to need her company more than she needed his. It wouldn’t be easy, this coming together of two different people, two different cultures. But more than ever, he was convinced he had done the right thing. The feeling of peace and happiness he felt at that moment was something that could not be denied.
#
 He rose the next morning to find Daria bathing in the stream. She was so beautiful that he stood watching her, but he wasn’t quite tempted to join her in the icy water. Instead, he went back inside, stoked the coals so he could heat some water, and washed up. Then he made an attempt to get Talon ready to fly without waiting for Daria’s help, figuring he’d have to learn how to do it sooner or later. That . . . didn’t go so well. At least he didn’t lose an arm.
 They flew north along the mountain spine, so high that Darik could hardly catch his breath. His hands grew numb, and Daria passed him her gloves. They spotted the encampment of griffins at around supper time. It was a tumultuous, chaotic group of men and women, some twenty of them in all with their griffins and a few fledglings, an advance group scouting for homes in the mountains while the others finished gathering belongings to make the larger migration.
 People hailed Daria, and greeted Darik warily but without hostility. Even Palina was civil, if a bit curt. She asked bluntly if they had mated, and when Daria said yes, Palina turned to Darik and said, “Well, then. Nothing to be done for it now, I suppose. I brought an extra mount just in case, an older griffin that will carry an inexperienced rider. Try not to fall and kill yourself.”
 “Mother, Darik has flown before. He’s not going to fall.”
 “He might this time. Look at him—he’s got mating on his mind. Just make sure he tethers himself, all right?”
 They continued north over the next few days, chased off twice by packs of angry wild griffins, passing over thick conifer forests and high, snow-capped peaks, until at last Daria found a sheltered valley that seemed to suit her. Snow already covered the ground this far north, but she seemed to think there were meadows beneath it, and they spotted deer and moose to hunt. Someone found an ancient watchtower that would serve as shelter during the worst winter storms; in spring, they could build more homes in the surrounding peaks.
 When they’d settled, Darik joined Daria on top of the tower. One wall was crumbling, and they took care to stay back from the edge. Heavy snowflakes drifted from the sky, and Darik pulled his cloak tight against the chill. Cliffs towered above them both behind and on either side. Below and in front, forest and meadow stretched for miles over mountains and foothills.
 “What a fertile, beautiful land,” Daria said.
 “It is beautiful,” he agreed, not so sure about the other part. “And it’s sheltered and safe.”
 “More than enough for our needs.” She glanced at him with that strange, piercing gaze. It no longer left him unsettled, but partly because she was learning to turn away without staring too long. “We might need more than one child,” she added. “More than two, maybe. If we’re ever to rebuild our numbers, to settle this land, some people will need to have three children, I would think. As flockheart, that would be one of my duties, if we can manage it.”
 “More mating.”
 “Yes, lots more,” she agreed, nodding. She kissed his cheek. “I like being married to you.”
 “Me, too.”
 He took her hand, and together they looked over the sweep of mountain and forest. Unbroken wilderness for mile after mile. Eventually, Darik knew, Markal would appear, and maybe Narud, too, the wizards flying in as crows or owls. Then, there would be other matters to consider.
 But for now, this unbroken wilderness was enough for him. This brave, beautiful woman next to him, all he needed. His wife and his queen. More than enough, she was his heart’s desire.
-end-
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Afterword

The Dark Citadel was a long time coming. I wrote the first two volumes as a single, massive book about fifteen years ago, then failed to sell it to a traditional publisher. I always loved the story, though, and kept thinking about it, even though I might have started off too ambitiously. At one point, I had the idea that it would be six or seven monster volumes.
 After I signed a contract for The Righteous series and had some success with my indie novels, a friend who had read The Dark Citadel urged me to give it a try. I put it up, broken into two volumes (with #2 being The Free Kingdoms), not thinking it would really sell. I didn’t put much effort into marketing it. But over time, people started finding the books and reviewing them, and after about a year, I had too many reader emails to ignore. I was now thinking about the books and wondering how things would work out for Kallia, Darik, Markal, Whelan, and the rest. It was exciting to go back to the book that had been my first successful story.
 I had originally thought that I would have Darik choose in the end between the path of the wizard and the path of the warrior. Daria was just some hot chick on a fast motorbike/griffin that he pined for while he matured. But then I got into the culture of the griffin people and started to imagine how generations of living high in the mountains in a small, isolated population would change them, and I fell in love with Daria a little bit, in the way writers do with their favorite characters. Once I was in love with her, then of course, Darik would be, too. And that was that.
 As I got back into the story, I realized I wouldn’t be able to resolve every single thing I’d introduced. You’ll remember the business with the cloud kingdoms, the Oracular Tomes, and other hints of strange and magical things. I decided that I could either focus on the main issue—the battle with the dark wizard—or I could abandon the whole project as impossible. This was one of those cases where the standard advice applies: don’t let the perfect be the enemy of the good.
 The good news about this scheme is that I have a lot of material to work with going forward. I’ve got the potential for a trilogy involving Markal (and maybe Chantmer, that big jerk) and the cloud kingdoms with their strange, ancient tomes. There’s another good story line involving Darik and Daria in the wild north country and what they find as they try to rebuild the decimated griffin riders and encounter whoever/whatever might be living up there. Does Markal show up to train Darik again? Do they get sucked back into wars in the south?
 And what about Sofiana, a wild child and daughter of a king? When I began the first book, I thought it would be interesting to have a coming of age story for a young girl to match Darik’s own journey. I still do, but unfortunately, there wasn’t the time or space in this series to do the story justice. So Sofiana ends the book not so different from how she began, feisty, but untempered.
 And finally, I’d love to write out the story of Markal as an apprentice training under Memnet the Great during the Tothian Wars. That would be really fun. What about Aristonia and all those wizards? Where did Memnet get his orb, and what’s the story of Soultrup, the magical sword?
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