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CHAPTER ONE

 


 


On a snowy winter morning, Martise of
Neith—once of Asher—opened a gate and awakened darkness.

Such hadn’t been her intent when she rose in
the pre-dawn hours from the warm bed she shared with her husband.
The coals in the brazier had long gone cold, and Martise’s breath
drifted from her mouth and nose in ghostly pants as she threw on
clothing as fast as her shaking hands allowed.

Silhara lay still in their bed facing her,
half covered. Martise made out the silhouette of an arm and
shoulder and the lock of long white hair that draped across his
throat. She leaned over and twitched the blankets up to cover him.
His eyes snapped open, and she fancied she glimpsed a tinge of red
in the black irises as he stared at her.

He blinked slowly. “What are you doing up so
early?” He captured her wrist and tugged. “Come back to bed. I’ll
warm you.”

Martise smiled and resisted his gentle but
relentless tugging. For Silhara, warming her meant making love to
her until the sun’s first rays bled through the closed shutters.
She enjoyed his methods for chasing away the cold, but this morning
she couldn’t indulge.

She pulled her hand free. “You can warm me
later. The snows have come, and I promised Gurn I’d hunt the blue
parasol.”

Silhara rolled onto his back and flung an arm
across his eyes. “Why can’t Gurn gather his precious mushrooms
himself?”

Martise sat on the edge of the bed to roll on
her stockings. She lightly slapped Silhara’s hand as it wandered
over her leg toward the juncture of her thighs. “Because he’ll be
preparing a nice hash for your breakfast while I get the mushrooms.
Besides, it’s bitter out there right now, and his bones hurt when
the cold settles in like this.”

“My bones hurt too, woman—one in
particular. You should stay here and ease the ache.” Silhara rolled
towards her, pressing an impressive erection against her back. He
clasped her to him.

Martise laughed and looked over her shoulder.
Silhara’s face was obscured in shadow, though she caught the wiggle
of his eyebrows as he tried to coax her back to bed. “I’ll make it
up to you this afternoon.”

Silhara growled, removed his arm and gave her
a light push off the bed. “Go find your fungus and tell Gurn I’ll
rip his entrails out after breakfast for ruining my morning.” He
turned on his side away from her and yanked the covers over his
head.

Martise slipped on her shoes and heavy cloak
and left Silhara to his sullen pout. The third floor corridor was
sepulchre-black, but she walked it without benefit of lamp or
witchlight. In the nearly five years she’d lived at Neith, she’d
grown accustomed to its pitched floors, creaking floor boards and
occasional holes through which the careless might fall to the lower
floors. Silhara and Gurn had repaired the worst of them, but anyone
unfamiliar with the Master of Crows’ ramshackle fortress took their
life in their hands trying to traverse the halls in the
dark.

She found Gurn already in the kitchen. Dressed
and busily chopping potatoes and a cut of mutton at one of the
weather-beaten tables, the giant servant greeted her with a wave of
his knife. A fire burned in the corner hearth, bathing the room in
yellow light that reflected off Gurn’s bald pate. A skillet nestled
in the heating coals alongside a kettle.

Cael lay stretched out in his usual place half
under the main table. The scruffy magefinder’s tail thumped a dull
tattoo on the floor when he saw her. He raised his head to give her
a whuffled greeting but didn’t leave his spot. Martise took her
place on the bench and rubbed her foot along the length of his
side, sending up puffs of dust from his coarse gray fur.

She spotted the cup of hot tea Gurn had poured
for her and toasted him in thanks. “This will go far to warm me up,
Gurn.” She glanced at the basket on the table. “If there’s enough
to pick, do you want me to fill the basket?”

He nodded and set the knife down so he could
sign to her with both hands. Martise’s aptitude with languages had
served her and Gurn well. She’d been able to translate his sign
language during her first few weeks at Neith, and Gurn’s wordless
commentary remained a source of amusement, often at his master’s
expense. His latest remarks about his Holy Laziness still lolling
about in bed made her grin.

She finished her tea and grabbed the basket.
“You might want to hang onto that knife. He’s promised to
disembowel you for destroying his morning.” She didn’t have to
elaborate on how or why Gurn had accomplished such a feat. The
servant knew him well.

Martise laughed as Gurn’s hands sketched
symbols rapid-fire in the air. She had no doubt the servant would
later repeat to his master what he just told her—that if Lord
Horse’s Ass was that hard up for a swiving, he’d just have to make
do with his hand this morning.

Her laughter ceased abruptly when she opened
the door to the bailey and breathed the open air. A shudder racked
her from head to toe. She froze her lungs with that inhalation. The
sky was the color of lead, canopied by a low ceiling of clouds fat
with snow. The bailey sparkled in the wan light, transformed from
its usual muddy pit to a pristine white landscape.

Gurn predicted the previous day they’d have
snow by evening. He’d rubbed his elbows and knees, wincing. His
aches and pains proved prophetic. Snow began falling by mid
afternoon and continued through the night—perfect weather for the
sprouting of parasol mushrooms. Martise volunteered to gather the
short-blooming delicacy, and Gurn eagerly accepted her
offer.

She looked down at the warm weight suddenly
pressed against her side. Cael emitted a soft bark before trotting
into the bailey. He stopped, gazed at her and barked again as if to
tell her to move it along. Martise pulled gloves over her chilly
hands. “Looks like I’ll have company.” She waved to Gurn and joined
Cael.

Woman and dog left the bailey and tromped
through the snow blanketing the property. They passed the skeleton
of the west wing with its shattered bones of stone blocks littering
the ground. The broken bits of masonry lay hidden under powdery
white drifts. The rusted gates separating the main grounds from
Neith’s woodland screeched a protest as Martise nudged them open
and slipped through with Cael beside her.

A wide boulevard bisected the forest that
shielded Neith’s entrance. Beyond the dark trees, the vast plain of
grassland, brittle and brown during the winter months, stretched
toward the far coast. The wood itself, steeped in Silhara’s curse
magic, kept out any wayward travelers looking for shelter. Towering
oaks loomed dark and threatening along Neith’s northern border,
their gnarled branches gripping each other in silent
struggle.

The forest had frightened her when she’d first
come here—a slave with a purpose, a spy with a mission. Everything
about Neith did, most especially its master. Much had changed since
then. Neith’s heretic mage was her husband, and the cursed wood a
part of her home. She feared neither now.

She abandoned the broad avenue, choosing a
narrow path leading into the forest. An arcade of colossal trees
stretched into the gloom, fading to obscurity in the gray haze that
filtered through the clerestory gaps in the branch
canopy.

Cael bounded ahead, sending sprays of snow
into the air. Martise caught a twitch of movement in the corner of
her eye. The magefinder bolted after it, his dusky coat rendering
him invisible as he disappeared into the leafless oaks’ shadows.
Martise guessed he chased rabbit or fox. She hoped that whatever he
ran to ground, he wouldn’t bring it back to share.

She strolled after him. The anemic morning
light faded. Though bare during winter, the tree branches twined
together so tightly in their grappling embrace, they left the
ground below them in a perpetual gloaming, home to nocturnal
hunters and things that thrived in half light.

Something swooped past her, lifting Martise’s
hair with a brush of wings. An indignant caw followed, and she
sighted a crow as it landed on a high branch above her. The bird
shook vigorously, wings ruffling, and sent a shower of snow down on
her.

Martise gave a small shriek, wiped at the snow
dusting her hair and shoulders and raised a fist at the crow.
“Stupid bird.” It stared at her from its perch, head cocked to one
side. She fancied it laughed at her predicament.

She marched deeper into the wood, keeping an
eye out for the parasol mushrooms growing on piles of snow-covered
deadfall. The crow followed, hopping from branch to branch, tree to
tree.

Her first cluster of mushrooms hugged the
remains of a fallen oak. They looked like bouquets of luminescent
flowers or tiny parasols from afar. Painted in shades of indigo and
lavender dotted with red spores on their gills, the mushrooms
glowed softly in a colorful cluster. Martise knelt before them and
fished her shears out of the basket. The mushrooms’ spongy stipes
stood tall and easy to pick by hand, but the caps were delicate and
popped off if tugged too hard.

Gurn had been specific in his instructions. He
wanted the mushrooms whole and intact, so Martise carefully snipped
at the base of the stipes until she’d cleared her first patch. She
had a lot more to pick before the basket was full, but she was
resolved to return to a Gurn happy with her harvest.

She continued her hunt, stopping thrice more
to pick mushrooms. An azure incandescence surrounded her basket and
lit the dark trunks of sleeping trees as she passed. Cael rejoined
her, tongue lolling, fangs glistening with blood.

She flinched. Cael considered her part of his
pack—would kill and die for her if necessary. But he was a
magefinder, and she’d once been a Gifted. In the ancient days, when
the Gifted were persecuted, magefinders hunted them like prey.
Centuries had passed since those days of slaughter, and now the
Gifted used the dogs for their own purposes. Still, any who wielded
a Gift knew of the savage history between mage and magefinder and
wondered when the long-ago hunter might hunt them once
more.

Cael leaned into, smacking her skirts with his
whip-like tail as she carded her fingers through his wiry coat.
“Good dog,” she murmured. “Welcome back.” He stayed beside her,
pausing once to stare at the crow that cawed and trailed them
through the trees.

They reached the innermost sanctum of the wood
and the carcass of a stone structure nestled in a natural clearing.
A ring of mushrooms encircled the ruin, more than enough to fill
her basket to overflowing. Gurn would be delighted, and Silhara,
who loved the delicacy despite his earlier protestations of her
abandoning him for them, might be pacified with her
offering.

She stepped into the clearing, her curiosity
piqued by the crumbling ruin. Once some kind of peristyle or open
temple, the architecture was old—like Neith itself—and built by
those whose veins didn’t course with human blood. It stood in the
middle of a spoked-wheel design half obscured by snowfall. That she
could see some of the wheel hinted at sorcery once strong, alive
and possibly dark. Grass still didn’t grow along the spokes’
outlines.

Brittle vines clung to broken colonnades
carved with abstract symbols. Literate in several ancient
languages, Martise couldn’t decipher the cryptic marks—swirls and
lines set in haphazard patterns, abstract animals and what looked
like faces blunted and weathered by time and the elements. A set of
steps elevated the interior room with its partially collapsed roof.
The same stone used to build the colonnades paved the raised floor
and bore similar carvings. The chiseled outline of a smaller
circle—possible remnants of an altar—decorated a center
paver.

Ruins like these littered this patch of
woodland. Silhara had told her most were nothing more than decrepit
hulks, like the fortress itself. “A few,” he warned, “still carry
the ghost of their power. I’ve marked those.” His black eyes had
frozen her in place. “Stay away from them, Martise. They can be
dangerous.”

Martise saw no markers for this one but hung
back. As if he knew what she hunted, Cael avoided the mushrooms
while he reconnoitered the ruin’s perimeter, sniffing the ground
and snorting. She watched him, looking for any bristling of fur or
the reddening of his eyes that signaled unfamiliar magic lingered
here. The magefinder completed his circuit, gave her a soft “woof”
as if to say things had passed his inspection and loped away in
pursuit of some other creature unfortunate enough to capture his
attention.

Reassured by the dog’s actions, she approached
the temple’s perimeter and set to work filling her basket. The
woods remained silent, even as the morning aged and sunlight snaked
through the twisted canopy above her. No birds whistled or chirped.
Even the crow that perched sentinel in a nearby tree stayed quiet.
Neith’s woodland bent to the will of its master, watchful and
waiting for any who might trespass.

The shears grew heavy in her hands. Even with
her gloves on, her fingers were stiff with cold. Martise traveled a
quarter of the distance around the ruin when she tripped on a
hidden root. She caught herself, bracing a hand on the ruin’s
lowest step. An odd resonance, like the clanging of a funeral bell,
thrummed the earth under her knees, and invisible fire surged up
her arm.

She yelped and jerked her hand off the stone.
A mournful sigh breathed through the trees in response. Martise
leapt to her feet, fingers realigning until she gripped the shears
like a dagger. The urge to call for Cael battled with the
instinctive command to remain quiet and listen. A heaviness
saturated the air, similar to that feeling before a rainstorm. But
there was no dampness beyond the snow that turned her hem sodden
and no thunder in the distance.

She scanned the wood, peering into its
undulating shadows. Her arm still tingled, and her little finger
twitched in involuntary spasms before going still. The crow watched
her from its branch. No other sound followed the sigh, and she
began to wonder if she’d simply imagined it or mistook the muted
keening of the wind for something else. She hadn’t imagined the
bolt of power.

Green sparks danced at the corner of her
vision, and Martise turned to stare at the temple. Within its
raised circle, witchlight danced like frantic fireflies, bouncing
off the columns and back to the center as if caged by invisible
bars.

The lights multiplied until thousands swirled
in a shimmering veil that grew tighter and tighter, coalescing into
a coruscating pillar of radiance that pulsed from the center of the
circle carved into the floor.

Martise recoiled and dropped her basket.
Memories flooded her mind. A muddied tor, and at its crown a
similar column that pulsed poisonous light, trapping Silhara in its
grip as he dueled a corrupt god for his life and soul.

The residual tingle in her arm strengthened
and spread, sliding across her chest and shoulders, down her hips
and into her legs. It pooled at the base of her spine, pushing and
shoving until she was physically forced to take a step toward the
ruin. She dug in her heels in a futile attempt to resist. Her feet
slid across the snow in an involuntary stumble.

“No you don’t,” she snapped. She
dropped to her backside, shears forgotten beside her. While her
feet stretched toward the stone, she was able to stay in place away
from the steps.

The pulsing light flickered from the palest
viridescent to the deepest emerald. Where it thinned, she caught
shadows of things that cavorted and wriggled. Some were sinuous, as
long and serpentine as vipers. Others were squat and scurried
rat-like along the column’s spangled walls. A tall shadow took form
within its confines, a blacker shape amongst the green.

It solidified for a moment, revealing a man
with princely features and the mad eyes of a demon. Martise gasped
and scuttled back on her elbows, resisting the hard pull on her
spine. The man wore dark, flowing robes that coiled around him with
a life of their own, their edges caressing his legs with phantasmic
fingers. He watched her, an icy smile curving his mouth.

He raised a hand as if in greeting or
recognition. “Kashaptu,” he said in a voice funereal and
thick with the echoes of ghosts.

Magic—once familiar—shot through her. She
cried out as the Gift she thought shattered in a battle for her
husband’s life resurrected inside her in a burst of heat and pain.
It bled out of her skin in a flash of white light, ricocheted off
the ruin’s invisible barrier and struck a nearby oak. Wood cracked,
and the tree split cleanly in half as if sliced through with a
sword. Branches fell into other trees, snapping limbs like
desiccated bones until both halves of the trunk hit the ground with
a thunderous boom and a shower of snow. The crow took flight, along
with a host of other heretofore camouflaged birds.

Martise clutched her midriff, gasping for
breath. The column of light pulsed, and the figure within watched
her with eyes like sword blades caught in sunlight-bright, hard,
utterly inhuman.

An elegant hand pressed against the light,
spraying green sparks from his fingertips. “Kashaptu, mi peti
babka.” The nonsensical words spilled from the specter’s mouth,
no less commanding for being whispered.

Unseen hands pulled on unseen strings, and
Martise was yanked up like a puppet. She growled and planted her
feet, furrowing tracks in the snow as an ancient power dragged her
closer to the light. Her terror gave rise to her rage, and that she
poured into her Gift, awake and aware inside her. Her magic had
once attacked and destroyed a lich to save itself. She prayed it
would do the same now to the creature battling her for
control.

This time the light tumbled off her in an
amber wave and dashed itself against the ruin. The green
luminescence sputtered, and the figure in its depths winced.
Martise concentrated all her strength inward and glared at her
adversary. “You are unwelcome. You are unwanted. Leave this
place!”

More amber light flowed from her, became a
weapon. It punched through the invisible barrier and slammed into
the luminescent column in the temple’s center. A thin scream rent
the air before the green light collapsed in on itself. A lone spark
flew out to spatter across Martise’s chest. She stumbled backward
as a dank coldness that had nothing to do with winter and
everything to do with a crypt, washed over her. It faded before she
took her next breath, leaving her shuddering and swatting at her
clothes in a frantic effort to wipe the foul sensation off her
body.

Branches creaked above, scraping against each
other as if speaking amongst themselves in a language as arcane as
the one the entity in the light had uttered. A low resonance
vibrated the ground beneath Martise’s feet, and she darted away
from the now empty temple.

A sharp snap sounded in the trees followed by
a rupture in the air before her, and Silhara strode into the
clearing. Clad in a worn shirt, faded breeches and an apron stained
in neroli oil, he was more bedraggled peasant than infamous
god-killer. Dried orange blossoms clung to strands of his hair. He
wielded a long cane knife in one hand and a dagger in the other.
Despite her recent scare, Martise managed a smile. He’d come
prepared. What he couldn’t obliterate with magic, he’d cheerfully
butcher.

His black gaze touched on her face and body,
looking for injury, before scanning the surrounding wood and the
ruin looming behind her. His eyes narrowed. “The forest gave
warning. Are you all right?”

Instead of answering, she rushed him. He gave
a soft “umpf” when she wrapped her arms around his middle and
squeezed hard. The flat of a knife blade pressed against her back
as he gathered her close. Martise took comfort in the feel of his
wiry frame, his scent of citrus and matal tobacco in her nose. They
overpowered the lingering odor of death that tainted her
clothes.

Silhara went rigid and eased out of her hold.
His nostrils flared, and he peered closer at her. “You’ve the scent
of the dark on you, my wife, and it isn’t the wood’s curse. What
happened here? And who do I need to kill?”

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Martise shivered inside her cloak. “I don’t
think you can kill this with a blade.” She glanced back at the
temple. “I was picking parasols and tripped on a tree root. I
caught my balance on the first step. A witchlight grew in the
temple’s center after that.”

She described the burgeoning column, the
shapes trapped inside it and the appearance of the phantasmic
figure with the possessed eyes who greeted her with a raised hand
and a strange word. Silhara’s harsh features sharpened even more at
her tale. She was on the verge of telling him of her Gift’s
resurrection when he interrupted her.

“Where’s Cael? He should have
stayed with you.” His gaze went from tree to tree, looking long
into the woodland murk.

Martise shrugged. “He’s off hunting I think.
There didn’t seem to be any reason for him to stay. I thought it
safe. I didn’t see any of your safeguards, and Cael sniffed the
perimeter. No reaction from him.”

Silhara eyed the ruin, his scowl deepening.
“And none from the ruin until you touched the step.”

“Only then, and by that time Cael
was off chasing rabbits or whatever creatures lurk under these
trees.”

He handed her the dagger and cane knife. “I’ll
take a look. If anything bolts out, cut its head off.” He left her
gaping at him to circle the temple.

She held the weapons loosely, certain she’d be
more likely to cut off her own toes before she took down an
attacker. “Be careful, Silhara.”

“Always.”

That was a flat out lie, but Martise held her
tongue. She didn’t feel like jesting or teasing at the moment, and
she flexed her legs, ready to leap forward and shove Silhara out of
the way in case the green radiance reappeared.

He nudged her abandoned basket of mushrooms
aside with his foot and held up one hand, fingers steepled
together. Lightning sizzled off his fingertips. He pointed his hand
toward the ground and walked a path around the ruin. Steam rose on
ghostly ribbons where the miniature bolts fired from his fingers
seared the snow-covered grass as he walked. He was constructing a
protective circle, one that kept the danger within.

Martise might have found comfort in his
actions save for the fact he was inside the barrier with the ruin.
Oblivious to his risk and her fear for him, he closed the circle
and climbed the steps toward the temple’s center.

Even in boots, his tread was soundless as he
traversed the interior. His lips moved in silent conversation while
his hands sketched patterns in the air. Martise recognized the
motions—summoning spells, revelation enchantments. He sought to
coax out whatever might linger there. His efforts were fruitless.
No witchlight reappeared, even when Silhara ran his hands across
the engraved circle and traced the mysterious carvings on the
columns.

He frowned at Martise. “It’s silent.
Dead.”

His statement held no accusation, but Martise
crossed her arms and returned his frown. “I know what I
saw.”

Silhara’s lips twitched. “I believe you.” The
faint smile disappeared in favor of his usual dour expression.
“This is a false silence. Something waits here—lies low and comes
alive at the opportune moment. Right now it wants to stay hidden.
You didn’t recognize this demon’s word?”

She shook her head. “No. The language was
either too old—”

“Or not of this world,” he
finished for her. Silhara made another circuit of the ruin’s
interior. “I’ve explored this temple many times and never sensed a
presence before.” He paused and cocked his head, his gaze
enigmatic. “You said the witchlight appeared when you touched the
step. What haven’t you told me?”

Her rediscovered Gift thrummed inside her, a
presence she once thought herself fortunate to be rid of. She
feared it and all it stood for, but a small part savored its
return, and she was reluctant to reveal its resurrection, even to
the man who understood its power and would slay anyone who tried to
use it against her.

She motioned to him, growing more uneasy the
longer he stayed within the barrier circle. “Come away from the
ruin. Call Cael back.”

Silhara scowled. “Martise...”

“Call Cael, Silhara.”

To her relief, he ceded the argument and
stepped across the circle of melted snow and burnt grass. A hard
winter wind cut through the trees, whipping long strands of black
hair mixed with white across his face. He closed the distance
between himself and Martise and reclaimed his weapons. His dark
eyes remained on her face as he sucked his lower lip between his
teeth and whistled loud enough to make her ears ring.

They didn’t have to wait long. The magefinder
loped into the clearing and immediately skittered sideways from the
ruin, tail tucked between his legs. Fur rose in a stiffening ridge
along his back, and he growled low in his throat.

“He senses something now.” Silhara
watched the dog before turning to her. “He didn’t do any of this
when you first arrived?”

Martise shook her head, waiting for the
inevitable reaction from the magefinder as he slinked closer to
them. His hackles rose even higher, extending to the ruff of fur
that bristled around his neck. He circled her, brown eyes now
crimson and glowing as he breathed her scent through nostrils
stretched wide and quivering.

Silhara’s eyebrows rose. “What is
this?”

Martise hugged herself. “I don’t think my Gift
was destroyed at Ferrin’s Tor.” Silhara’s swarthy features paled at
her words. “I think you drained it almost dry. What remained hid
deep, so deep even Cael couldn’t sense its presence. Something in
the ruin could. When I touched the step, whatever waited in its
center awoke and awakened my Gift as well.”

She wanted to glance away from Silhara’s
stare. He had a way of nailing one’s feet to the floor with a look,
and in those sloe-black eyes she saw both unease and cold-blooded
calculation.

“Are you sure? We’ve tried to call
it forth since Ferrin’s Tor, to no avail.”

She rubbed her arms, fighting off a chill that
froze her bones from within. “I’m sure. Whatever lingered in the
temple didn’t leave of its own accord.” She described the power
that dragged her toward the ruin, the entity’s strange command, her
Gift’s manifestation, first as a bolt that split the tree and then
as a wave and a spear that attacked the radiant column until the
green light blew out like a candle snuffed.

Silhara listened without interruption, his
eyes more often on the ruin than on her, for which she was
thankful. He remained silent when she finished. While Martise
didn’t much care for him vivisecting her with his gaze, she wished
he’d say something.

She took his weapons a second time when he
left her side to approach the ruin once more. This time, his tone
was snappish; spells cracked off his lips and sparked from his
fingers. Martise sensed his fury, saw it in the tiny bolts of
lightning that shot through the miasma of spellwork he built to
encase the temple in a cage of lethal wards. Anything that tried to
break through would get more than a warning shot. These wards were
meant to kill.

He left the clearing, pausing long enough to
retrieve her basket. A grim smile touched his mouth as he handed
her the container. “I missed a morning’s tupping, and you battled a
demon because of these. They’ve caused too much trouble to leave
behind.”

She handed him the knife and dagger in
exchange. “Those wards won’t hold forever.”

Silhara shrugged. “They’ll hold long enough
for me to return, raze the ruin and cleanse the ground. I’ve more
important things to see to at the moment.” He lifted a hand to
trace the outline of Martise’s face with one calloused finger. “Can
you still feel your Gift?”

She leaned into his touch. “Yes. Alive and
well.” Her Gift flickered inside her, a low-burning flame brought
to life after years of extinguishment. She feared its return—almost
as much as she rejoiced in it.

As if he sensed her euphoria, Silhara’s mouth
turned down in a severe frown. “Martise, this isn’t a good
thing.”

She sighed. “I know.”

 



CHAPTER THREE

 


Gurn’s pleased expression at the sight of a
basket full of mushrooms darkened when Silhara put away his
weaponry and announced “We have a problem.”

Martise gave the servant a reassuring smile as
she shrugged off her cloak and left it on a chair to follow Silhara
out of the kitchen. “It’s not as bad as he makes it sound.” She
scowled at the disbelieving snort echoing back from the doorway.
“Ignore him, Gurn.”

She jogged out of the kitchen and caught up
with Silhara at the base of the stairs. He turned a flinty stare on
her when she tugged on his sleeve. “It isn’t a doomsday prophecy,
Silhara.”

His mouth tightened. “Isn’t it?”

With the power of her Gift singing through her
veins, Martise found it impossible to see its return in the same
grim light. She said nothing more as he ushered her up the stairs
ahead of him, his hand warm on her back.

Once inside their bedchamber, he lit the
brazier and closed the shutters that led to the balcony. His eyes
gleamed in the semi-darkness. “I don’t want to be punched straight
off the balcony just in case your Gift is no longer friendly to
me.”

Martise winced. He’d coaxed awake the magic
inside her several times in the past. It had always responded like
a lover, except once. Then he had been possessed by another and
choking the life out of her. As with the demon in the ruin, her
Gift had risen to her defense in the most punitive fashion. Silhara
still complained of aches and pains brought on by that
confrontation.

He stood before her, smelling sweetly of
orange blossoms and almost shimmering with anger. “From what you’ve
described, your Gift’s resurrection isn’t just a low spark ignited;
it’s a bonfire.” His brow knitted, enhancing his ready scowl. He
plucked gently at her sleeve, his touch light, reassuring. “You
know my opinion on seer-bonding, but I need to know how much is
returned to you. The choice, however, remains yours.”

She stepped closer to him until his shadow,
cast by the brazier’s red light, enveloped her. “Ah, the fine
manners of a courtier,” she teased in an attempt to lighten the
grim moment.

Silhara didn’t crack even a hint of a smile,
though she caught a brief glimmer of humor in his eyes. “No need to
be insulting,” he said.

Martise coiled one of his shirt lacings around
her finger. “I trust you. You know that.” She tugged on the
lacing.

He nodded and slipped an arm around her waist
to draw her against him. “Let’s see if your Gift will embrace me or
throw me across the room like a sack of grain as it once
did.”

“You weren’t yourself
then.”

“An understatement of colossal
proportions.”

His free hand slid along her neck before
burying itself in her hair. His lips were soft against her
forehead, the incantations he spoke on her skin breathy caresses
that alternated between hot and cold, leaving gooseflesh on her
arms and hot spots on her shoulders. The spells enveloped her, and
she opened to them, quaking in Silhara’s arms as his presence and
his sorcery sank into her, overwhelming every sense.

Almost sexual in its nature, the seer-bond
between them was seduction instead of invasion, and Martise’s Gift
surged in response to Silhara’s seeking. Incorporeal, except for
the amber light that haloed her body and Silhara’s, her Gift waxed
and waned on a gentle tide, coaxed out of the shadows not by threat
but by a dour mage’s enticing words.

The Gift poured out of her like water through
a sieve. Silhara gasped Martise’s name into her hair and clutched
her hard against him, his wiry frame shivering with the force of
its generosity. She tried to speak but could only utter a gasp that
echoed his. She sagged in his arms, her vision clouded by the
miasma of amber and the crimson light of their two Gifts melding.
Every nerve in her body sizzled, accompanied by a yearning for her
husband that consumed all thought.

Somehow they made it to their bed without
falling to the floor, only to collapse amidst the bed linens still
rumpled from the previous night’s slumber. Frantic hands shoved
clothing aside; kisses broke on labored breathing, and Martise’s
thighs gripped Silhara’s narrow hips hard enough to make him grunt.
His hair, loose and untamed, curtained them in a black shroud as he
rose above her only to sink down and slide into her with a hard
thrust.

Martise arched, her hands clutching the folds
of his shirt as she matched his rhythm. His features, highlighted
by the glow of spellwork and her Gift, drew into even harsher
angles, and his eyes rolled back in his head. She buried her face
in his neck, the flex of tendons and muscle tight against her cheek
as he groaned in release. His hips kept their pace, slowing only
when Martise shuddered in his embrace.

The light of her Gift pulsed around them as
her sight, dotted with black spots, blurred. Exhaustion hung on her
like a sodden cape, and even the lingering heat of her climax
couldn’t chase away the cold seeping under her skin from both the
room’s chill and Silhara’s seer-bonding.

“Enough,” Silhara commanded in a
slurred voice. “Enough, Martise. Let me go.”

She inhaled on a gasp, and her eyes snapped
open at the sharp internal crack that set her head spinning. The
light surrounding her and Silhara faded. She lay in his arms, held
close to his chest. His command had been for her Gift which
reluctantly retreated after he broke the bond that bound him to
it.

Once she caught her bearings and the room
ceased to spin before her eyes, she found Silhara watching her with
a somnolent gaze. Thin rivulets of perspiration marked shining
paths from his temples to his jaw, and high color graced his
cheekbones. The light of her Gift was gone, but she didn’t imagine
the haze of power that rimmed his body in a crimson aura. Martise
licked dry lips. “Are you stronger now?” she asked in a breathless
voice.

Still buried inside her, Silhara tucked a hand
under her buttocks to nestle her closer to him and maintain their
connection. The brief smile he gave her didn’t reach his eyes. He
peppered her face with soft kisses before speaking. “You’ve milked
me dry for the moment, and though I should be, I’m not weary. Far
from it.” His fingers flexed on her hip. “Yours is a puzzling
power. Guarded and miserly with everyone but me. And then it’s too
generous. The challenge for me isn’t to draw out your Gift but to
keep it from drowning me and depleting you.”

Her eyelids felt as if someone had tied
millstones to them. She’d trade a body part at this moment for a
chance to sleep. “Maybe it likes you as much as I do.” She patted
Silhara’s arm before succumbing to a yawn.

“This is serious,
Martise.”

The fatigue consuming her vanished abruptly,
as if Silhara had invoked another spell to revive her. She stared
at him wide-eyed. His expression was no more severe than usual, his
dark eyes no less secretive, but his statement caused her stomach
to flip and her heart to pound under her ribs. Curt, grim, and to
the point, he’d uttered it in the raspy voice she’d grown to love,
but this time it held a thread of something she’d never thought to
hear from the Master of Crows: fear.

She traced the arch of one of his eyebrows. “I
know it’s serious. I’m not treating this lightly; I just don’t fear
it yet. It’s too new again, almost impossible to believe that my
Gift is somehow returned to me.” She recalled the being in the
emerald light. “Besides, I’m more concerned with what’s lurking in
that temple than what’s lurking inside me.”

“Whatever it is, it’s obviously
drawn to your Gift.” Silhara kissed the space between Martise’s
eyebrows and eased out of her. She grumbled a protest when he stood
and straightened his clothes.

She sighed and rose to join him, smoothing
down the wrinkles in her twisted skirts before taking up a spot
near the brazier to warm her hands. The residual heat from
lovemaking had evaporated, leaving her to shiver and wish she
hadn’t abandoned her cloak in the kitchen. The cold affected her
more now than it had an hour earlier. Silhara had drawn not only
power from her, but body heat as well it seemed.

He came to stand before to her, still bearing
the remnants of the seer-bonding in the faint glow on his skin and
clothes. His calloused fingers traveled the line of her collarbones
above her tunic. “I’d give back to you the strength I took, but I’d
rather not risk killing you.”

Her Gift, a well from which a powerful mage
like Silhara might drink, carried dangers beyond defense of its
host. The weakest spells turned potent, beneficial ones murderous.
Silhara had brought down a god with her Gift’s help. She was
willing to deal with a day of yawning and accomplishing little. Far
better that than being immolated on the spot by a well-meaning
spouse and her own magery.

“Did you want to try a spell of
your own?”

Martise shook her head. “It probably won’t
work. You know the nature of a Gift doesn’t change. It’s simply
refined or suppressed.”

Silhara tucked her close to him. She savored
his body heat, the scent of neroli oil and the faint musk of
love-making that clung to him. “You won’t know for sure unless you
try,” he said.

Her time would be much better spent in Neith’s
library, hunting for a book or scroll that might shed light on the
mysterious words the demon had uttered before it tried to drag her
into the temple’s confines.

“Kashaptu, mi peti
babka.”

A greeting of some kind, spoken in a language
she didn’t recognize. It sounded...old. Arcane and
forgotten.

“Martise.” Silhara nudged her
attention back to him.

“As you wish,” she said and
stepped out of his embrace. The spell she attempted offered little
challenge, even for a first-year Conclave novitiate—lighting the
wick of a nearby candle. To no one’s surprise, the candle remained
unlit. She tried several more incantations, some difficult, others
as easy as the first. She was no more successful now than she was
when Silhara first had her try years ago.

“Maybe I took too much of your
power,” he said.

Martise’s shoulders sagged. “No. I’m not
completely drained. I still feel it inside me.” She gave him a
humorless smile. “I will live out my days wondering which is
worse—not having it at all or not being able to use it
myself.”

A flash of sympathy passed through Silhara’s
gaze. She was obviously more tired than she thought if she imagined
such a thing in his eyes.

“It isn’t yours to command for
invocation,” he said. “But you put it to use when you fended off
whatever appeared in the ruin this morning.” He crossed his arms
and tapped his chin with one ink-stained finger. “What made your
Gift appear after four years—”

“Nine months, thirteen days, six
hours,” she completed for him.

Silhara tensed, and his face took on a drawn
look. “You regretted its loss more than you led me to
believe.”

Martise chewed her lip, wishing she wasn’t so
tired and her tongue so loose with her words. Guilt lay behind his
cool expression. Misplaced guilt, but guilt nonetheless. They’d
both come away from the battle with Corruption certain Silhara had
leached her dry of her Gift in his bid to destroy the god. They
were wrong.

She reached for his hand to lace her fingers
with his. “I didn’t lose it. I gave it up. Willingly. I’d do it
again if you asked. But I did mourn its absence, useless as it is
to me.”

He tugged her back into his hold. “Not
useless. Dangerous. You know my thoughts about your Gift, Martise.
Left solely to me, I’d bleed it out of you a second time and make
sure I took all of it. Its power is coveted. You’ve known slavery;
you’ve never known the kind of slavery such a Gift would
induce.”

She laid her head on his chest. His heart beat
a comforting rhythm in her ear. “I know, I know. The reasonable
part of me agrees with everything you said. I don’t want to lure
demons or be used by power-crazed mages like poor Zafira was, but
I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t reluctant to destroy my
Gift.”

He tipped her chin up so she’d meet his gaze.
“Then you and I shall bargain. You keep your Gift until you say
otherwise. But we take up where we left off those years ago. I’ll
teach you to bury it—as deep as it lay buried after Corruption’s
defeat. If Cael can’t sense it, neither will any mage or cursed
Conclave priest. You’ll stay away from any of the temple ruins in
the wood, and you’re never to seer-bond with anyone but me.
Agreed?”

Martise rubbed her chin against his finger.
“Agreed.” A very reasonable bargain, and she had no intention of
going anywhere near one of the woodland temples ever again—not even
for Gurn’s mushrooms.

They spent the next several moments exchanging
slow, languid kisses until Martise put some much needed distance
between herself and Silhara. The chamber was as frigid as when she
left the bed’s warmth, but she fanned herself with her hand to cool
off. Silhara’s knowing smirk earned him a roll of her
eyes.

She left him to retrieve a shawl from the
chest at the end of their bed and wrapped it around her shoulders.
“Don’t you want to try out a spell yourself? Break a window? Open
the shutters from across the room?”

He snorted. “No. Your power runs through me
like hot Dragon Piss. If I try to open a shutter, I’ll likely blow
out the wall. I’ll never hear the end of it from Gurn.”

Martise groaned. “Gurn. He won’t forgive us.
Breakfast is long cold by now.”

Silhara smothered the coals in the brazier.
“Considering breakfast almost got you abducted and likely worse, he
can damn well take the trouble to reheat the plates.”

“You know what he’ll say,” she
said as he ushered her toward the door.

He shrugged and followed her into the black
hallway. “For a man with no tongue, he talks far too much for my
liking.”

 



CHAPTER FOUR

 


Gurn surprised them both by not only having
the food reheated when they returned to the kitchen but a new pot
of tea readied to replace the one that had turned cold and bitter.
He did gesture to Martise behind Silhara’s back, a sign she easily
translated to the usual “horse’s ass.”

“I saw that,” Silhara said and
frowned at the extra orange left beside his plate and cup—Gurn’s
small revenge for having his first efforts ruined by Silhara’s
prolonged stay in his bedchamber with Martise. It didn’t help that
they were oranges bought from another grower.

In a petty act of revenge for Silhara’s
resistance, the god Corruption had destroyed the orange grove that
was once not only Neith’s source of income but also Silhara’s love,
second only to Martise. She hadn’t always understood his attachment
to the grove until he’d revealed his history and what it
represented—proof of his ability not only to overcome a childhood
of deprivation and violence but to remain independent of the
loathed priesthood who’d first sought to control him and then kill
him.

Young orange trees grew where the burnt
remains of the first trees fertilized the soil, their slender
branches as yet unable to offer sanctuary to the crows that called
Neith home. Conclave, which once considered the Master of Crows an
unpredictable adversary at best and a heretical threat at worst,
had shown its gratitude for his role in destroying Corruption by
offering saplings and labor to plant them in the ruins of the first
grove. The irony wasn’t lost on Martise.

Silhara sat down next to her, his upper lip
curled into a sneer as he contemplated one of the oranges by his
plate. “These aren’t even half as sweet as the ones I grew, and the
flesh is dry. Eridici Halt is skiving me into penury with these
things. I can’t wait until we see the first fruit from Neith’s
trees.”

Martise poured tea into his cup. “You’ll still
hate them, sweet or not.” An orange grower he was, but Silhara
loathed their taste. He ate them anyway in an act of defiance
against an inner demon that refused to fade from memory.

“Aye, I will, but at least they’ll
be mine to hate, and I won’t be paying good coin for inferior
produce.” He tossed one of the oranges back to Gurn and set to
peeling the one he kept. “One of these days I’m going to kill you,”
he told the giant in mild tones.

Gurn sipped his tea and gave a scornful chuff.
Martise grinned. During the many years Gurn had served Silhara,
he’d likely heard that threat more times than he could count and
considered it with all the seriousness it deserved.

The servant did question them about their grim
arrival, and his countenance grew darker as Martise recounted the
events in the wood. He signed to Silhara who shrugged in
reply.

“It’s just a ruin choked with ivy.
I’ve no idea what drew the entity.” He forked one of the cooked
mushrooms Martise had gathered into his mouth and chewed before
continuing. “I’ve searched every temple and rubble heap in that
forest. Not even a hint of magic until now.”

Martise avoided looking at him for fear of
Gurn seeing the silent message passed between them—that her Gift,
reawakened, had somehow drawn the intruder. Silhara had been
insistent for his own safety and hers, that Gurn remain ignorant of
her particular Gift even when they thought it obliterated in
Corruption’s defeat. He’d only witnessed the aftermath of the
battle and never saw Martise’s role in helping Silhara destroy the
god.

The mute servant was perceptive. He likely
guessed long ago that Martise’s Gift had somehow manifested, but if
neither she nor Silhara spoke of it, no forced seer bonding by
Conclave could make Gurn reveal that which he didn’t know. She
didn’t want to tempt him into asking the wrong questions because of
glances she exchanged with Silhara. While the mage might lie as
easily as he breathed, she’d find it difficult, especially to
someone she considered a valued friend.

Gurn turned his gaze to Cael who stretched out
by the door that opened to the bailey. The dog rested his head on
his paws, a faint reddish glow still lingering in his eyes. The
servant signed even faster, shoulders hunched and features pinched
into worried folds and lines.

Martise held up her hands. “Oh trust me. I
have no intention of going anywhere near that place. One scare per
morning is more than enough excitement for me.” She pushed her
portion of the parasol mushrooms around her plate. She liked the
delicacy well enough, but after her earlier struggle with the
temple’s visitor, she’d lost her taste for them and slid the plate
to Silhara to finish.

His free hand trailed the length of her back
in a comforting touch. “As soon as I’m done here, I’ll return to
the temple.”

“But you already put up
wards.”

“I just want to take a second
look. See if there’s something I missed. If not in the temple
itself, then around it. I’ll take Cael with me.” He downed his tea
and made to rise.

Martise caught his hand to stop him. “Please
be careful.” Silhara’s seer bonding and the merging of his Gift
with hers had cleansed her of most of the entity’s taint, but a
little still lingered in her nostrils—dark sorcery and
madness.

His lips were soft on hers before he
straightened and left the table. His faint smile belied the cold
gleam in his eyes. “I’ll be the most dangerous thing in the wood.
Whatever might linger there will regret trying with me what it
tried with you.”

He left for the temple with Cael in tow while
Martise helped Gurn scrub pots and dishes and carry firewood into
the kitchen. She didn’t argue when he shooed her off afterwards,
eager to ransack Neith’s extensive library for any information that
might give a clue about her would-be abductor.

Without the heat of a hearth to warm it, the
library was colder than a tomb. Martise had wrapped in her cloak
and slipped on gloves before leaving the kitchen, but she still
shivered in the room’s vast space. Her breath fogged in front of
her, and a thin layer of ice painted the windows, obscuring the
landscape.

She had lived at Neith first as both
apprentice and spy and then wife to the man she’d come to betray.
In that time, she’d only explored a fraction of the books and
scrolls stored in the library. Conclave’s own library was
considered a wonder of the known world, and as a novitiate, Martise
had spent many hours researching, learning and receiving lessons
from the priests. They were the stolen moments she held dear of her
time with the priesthood, but nothing compared to her joy in
digging freely through this treasure trove of knowledge. Somewhere
in here lay clues to the entity who had tried first by coaxing, and
then by force, to bring her into the temple with him.

Dust billowed in clouds around her as she
removed a selection of tomes and scrolls from the various shelves
and took up her favorite spot to study the words written by scribes
and mages long passed.

The tallow candle she lit swirled tendrils of
pungent black smoke in the air but did an adequate job of
illuminating the faded script on yellowed parchment. Martise
scratched out notes with her quill on her own stack of parchment.
Words spoken in eerie intonations seemed less obscure once she
wrote them down.

Kashaptu, mi peti
babka.

Only one of the words seemed vaguely familiar,
and then just a portion of it. Martise returned to the shelves,
pulling out books until she found two she wanted. All words had
roots, foundations upon which languages were built and transformed.
The scribes of Conclave always taught that first to the novitiates,
a way to grasp all languages and spells, even if it wasn’t the
student’s mother tongue. Martise put that training to
use.

The Makkadians were not known for great magic,
but they were famous as beast masters. Raptors, bears, big
cats—trained and put to use in matters of war and pageantry for any
kingdom willing to pay the price for their expertise in
beast-charming. The Makkadians were especially famous for breeding
and training magefinders and called them kashkuli—witch
hunters.

Martise prayed the path she followed in this
research was the right one. If not, then she was about to waste
hours of time trying to decipher the strange words whose echo still
sent chills down her spine.

The ringing of the kitchen bell signaled lunch
a few hours later, and she left the library, frozen to the bone,
fingers stiff from the cold and copious amounts of note-taking.
Silhara and Cael strode through the bailey door just as Gurn set a
much welcomed bowl of hot stew in front of her.

Snowflakes dusted Silhara’s eyelashes, quickly
melting until they streamed down his face like tears. He wiped at
them impatiently and tossed his damp cloak and gloves on the drying
rack near the hearth. His gaze sought Martise. “You found
something,” he said abruptly.

She raised her tea cup in salute. “I did. What
about you?”

He shook his head, dropping onto the bench
next to her. “Nothing if you’re only looking with your main senses.
Not even a thrum of magery, which in its way is odd.” He accepted
the cup of tea Gurn handed him with a nod of thanks. “All the ruins
in the woods are old, that one more ancient than most. The earth
holds the ghosts of rituals. You can feel it in your feet
sometimes. I didn’t feel anything around that one. It’s dead.
Too dead.”

The mild nausea that blossomed in her belly
when she finally translated the entity’s words threatened to boil
up toward her throat. She took a bracing swallow of tea, wishing
for once that it was something stronger like the tongue-scorching
Peleta’s Fire Silhara stored on a nearby shelf.

“Martise?” Silhara’s raspy voice
lowered another octave, and his black eyes glittered. “What is it?”
His hand was gentle on her shoulder, a contrast to his dour
expression.

“If I’m right in my research, and
I believe I am, I translated what the demon said.”

Silhara’s eyebrows rose. “And?”

She pushed her bowl away, all appetite gone.
“It’s ancient Makkadian and means ‘Witch, open the gate for me.’”
The way his lips flattened against his teeth and his eyes narrowed
made her heart beat harder. When Silhara showed concern, it was
wise to be afraid.

“Are you certain?”

“As certain as I can be with the
knowledge available to me. ‘Kul’ is Makkadian for ‘hunter.’ A
‘kash’ is a vulgar term for a prostitute, but its original meaning
is ‘witch.’ The Makkadians call magefinders ‘kashkuli.’ Witch
hunters.” She shivered and pressed against Silhara’s side for
warmth. “I traced the language back to its roots. ‘Kashaptu’ is an
early feminine form for ‘witch.’ Whoever appeared in the temple,
spoke a form of Makkadian not heard in a long time.”

Gurn sketched rapid patterns in the air,
almost too fast for Martise to follow. Silhara read them with ease.
He wore a menacing expression sure to scare the blood thin in any
who didn’t call him friend.

“I won’t just tear it down,” he
almost snarled at Gurn. “I’ll burn it down and salt the earth.
Whatever that thing is, it has no business here and certainly none
with my wife.” He stroked Martise’s braid before taking up his
spoon to stir his stew. “You might as well eat,” he told her.
“You’ll be sharing the library with me, and we’ve a long day and
evening ahead of us.”

He joined her in the library after lunch,
leaving instructions with Gurn to keep the teapot full and send up
the bottle of Dragon Piss just in case. Once in the privacy of the
library, Martise threw her arms around Silhara and hugged him
hard.

“I’m afraid,” she whispered into
his neck.

“Only fools and dead men have no
fear, Martise. And the former often become the latter because of
the lack.” He tilted her face up to his with the touch of a
fingertip under her chin. Her candle had guttered, and the winter
light through the frosted windows washed the color from the library
and Silhara’s stern features. “I will do all in my power to protect
you.”

She offered him an anemic smile. “I know. I’m
a fortunate wife to have a god-smiter for a husband.”

“Looks like a demon slayer as well
now.”

Her hands twisted the fabric of his wool
tunic. “Do you think it’s a demon?”

He shrugged. “That’s my first thought. It
asked you to open a gate. Gates between worlds maybe. Such things
seek travel that way. The temple might have been such a gate once.
The demon sensed your magic and saw it as a means to break the
lock.”

Martise shuddered in his arms, recalling the
image of a tall man with inhuman eyes and swathed in a living cloak
of black smoke that writhed and tumbled into miasmic faces twisted
with agony. “Demon or no,” she said. “He wasn’t human.”

A stray thought made her pause. “He spoke
Makkadian, Silhara. What demon speaks Makkadian?”

Silhara hugged her close before setting her
from him. “I don’t give a flying pig’s arse if he recited poetry in
magefinder,” he said over his shoulder as he made his way to a
ladder leaning against one of the floor-to-ceiling bookcases. “I’m
only interested in killing him, not taking language lessons from
him.”

Martise burst out laughing. The Master of
Crows was a caustic, temperamental man with a razor tongue and no
hesitation in using it to flay someone bloody. Sometimes though, he
blunted its edge a little, offering a sharp wit instead that
encouraged a laugh and made a day such as this one less
frightening.

She returned to her work table with its stacks
of books and notes she’d taken earlier. Open the gate. Open the
gate. She tapped the tip of her quill on her lower lip. Was the
temple the gate? Ferrin’s Tor with its standing menhirs was a type
of gate and one she and Silhara had used to reach Corruption’s
domain and kill the god. The temple might be a lesser gate. Such
weren’t uncommon, and those always contained an element that
anchored two worlds together—some artifact or spellwork that drew
one side to the other through ritual or invocation.

Her Gift might have acted as a beacon to the
entity, but she hadn’t recited any invocation or traced the precise
and measured steps of a ritual circle. If an ensorcelled gem or
prayer bowl were buried there, Silhara’s plan to burn the ruin and
salt the ground would destroy whatever link bound Neith to an
unknown darkness.

Martise glanced at Silhara who clung
precariously to the ladder. “What do you know of the histories of
the ruins in your woodland?”

Nimble as a cat, he descended the rungs,
scrolls tucked under his arms. “Almost nothing. They’ve been here
as long as Neith itself as far as I know. Some are human-built;
some aren’t. The one we’re concerned with isn’t. An Elder creation
I think, but it’s anyone’s guess as to which race.” He dropped the
scrolls on the table cattycorner to hers. “You think this ruin is
an anchor?”

“Maybe.” She shuffled through her
notes. “Your library surely has something about the structures
built in the wood. I’d like to learn a little about this one before
you tear it down.”

Silhara gave her a disapproving stare. “It’s
too dangerous to leave standing for scholarly pursuits, Martise.
The moment the effects of your Gift wear off and I have better
control of my power, I’m turning that heap into a dust pile. The
sooner, the better.”

“You’ll get no argument from me,”
she said. “I hope you turn them all into dust piles.”

He unrolled one of the scrolls and held it
down at the corners with flat river rock. “That’s my intention. I
don’t like unexpected human guests at Neith, much less demonic
ones.”

The library fell silent except for the scratch
of Martise’s quill as she jotted down notes and occasional
mutterings from Silhara as he perused lists of spells. She watched
him from the corner of her eye. He searched for the combination of
invocations that would dismantle not only the temple’s physical
structure but its ethereal net as well and do so without killing
himself. The knitted lines between his eyebrows as he glowered at
one scroll told her he wasn’t yet successful in his search. Tiny
sparks of red light shot off his fingertips as his narrow hands
moved in unconscious motion, sketching sigils and signs in the air.
Her Gift had fueled his magery, turning a bonfire into an inferno.
Infinitely powerful and just as unpredictable. Any spellwork he did
while his magic sang with her Gift’s force required immense control
and caution.

Her own research yielded better results. A
dozen books and countless scrolls later, and she probably knew more
now about the history of Silhara’s home than he did, and the
knowledge guaranteed several sleepless night.

There had once been more than a dozen temples
or ritual sites within the woodland that obscured Neith’s front
façade. The wood itself had spread over more acreage as well,
giving way over time to the plains. Of the five temples that
remained in their various stages of abandoned decay, the one she’d
visited that morning was the oldest, and as Silhara had mentioned
earlier, built by those who weren’t human.

The mage stopped her as she returned to one of
the bookcases. Unlike hers, his hands were warm. Candlelight
flickered across his stern face. Winter had paled his burnished
skin to the color of honey, making his eyes even blacker than
usual. He lifted her chilly fingers to his mouth and
blew.

She sighed her thanks as his breath cascaded
over her knuckles, thawing them so they didn’t ache so much from
the cold. “If you keep doing that, I might actually be in danger of
falling in love with you,” she teased.

One black eyebrow arched, and Silhara paused.
“Such declarations will earn you no additional favors from me,
apprentice.” He bit the tip of her index finger gently, smiling
when she pinched him with her other hand. “Nor will your abuse.”
His lips caressed her palm, and he released her hand. “I leave you
to the books. I’ve found two spells that should destroy the temple
and any artifact buried beneath it. I’ll test them in the bailey.
If they don’t work or your Gift makes them work too well, then the
most that will happen is I accidently roast that goat Gurn swears
is eating the bed sheets off the wash line. Then we’ll just have
goat every meal for the next week.”

Alone once more in the library, she returned
to her work. Gurn interrupted her once, bearing a pot of tea. She
nodded her thanks and returned to perusing a set of fragile scrolls
whose edges crumbled under her touch.

They burned her fingers, their surfaces dusted
with the remnants of a sorcery different but as dark as that which
flowed briefly from the temple ruin. Silhara had pilfered these
from Iwhevenn Keep, home to a lich. While the words written on the
parchment were merely a historical recounting, the parchment itself
bore the mark of necromancy. Martise continuously wiped her hands
on her skirts and would have abandoned the scrolls were they not
the ones containing the information she searched for in Silhara’s
vast library.

She read through them as quickly as possible,
lips moving in soundless dictation even as her heart set a
galloping pace. “Not just a demon,” she whispered to herself when
she reached one scroll’s end. “A king of demons.”

Her memory was exceptional, bordering on
wondrous—a useful tool for the master who once owned her. Martise
possessed the ability to repeat everything she read to Silhara in
exact detail. But what she just read rattled her so badly she’d
likely stutter incoherently when she told him her news. She took up
her quill with a shaking hand, paused for a steadying breath, and
continued with her notes.

The sun arced toward the west with the moon on
its hem and then its shoulders. The ink ran dry in the well, and
Martise’s hand cramped around her fifth quill as she scribbled into
the evening. She stopped to rub eyes gritty with
exhaustion.

Her folded arms made a handy pillow on the
hard table, and she rested her head on them. She’d stop for a
moment, give her hand and her eyes a rest and then write more. By
the time Gurn called her down for supper, she’d be finished and
could pass her notes to Silhara for perusal while she indulged in a
bracing dram of Peleta’s Fire.

Sleep came hard and fast. Rest did not. She
dreamed vivid dreams populated with images grotesque and
unfamiliar—skeletal horses made of smoke and fire and men who were
not men armored in black and wearing helmets whose face shields
bore the visages of the tortured and the damned. They carried
swords with blades that shimmered hot blue, as if the swordsmith
who made them captured lightning bolts in a crucible and forged
them into the molten steel.

“The king is the sword; the sword
is the king,” she murmured.

Her dreams changed, drifting from demonic
warriors on inferno-eyed horses to a vast and writhing darkness
that cavorted and shrieked and withered all it embraced. Not just
death, but Death gone mad.

“Martise.”

She erupted from sleep with a scream piercing
enough to shatter the windows. Her skirts hobbled her as she
recoiled from the light touch on her shoulder. She lost her
footing, narrowly missing cracking her chin on the table’s edge as
she fell between the bench on which she sat and the table. She
scuttled underneath it to hide.

“Bursin’s wings!”

The sharp exclamation brought her fully awake.
Martise peeked out from the shadows. “Silhara?”

He bent to peer at her, an angular silhouette
outlined by the moon’s light streaming into the library. “Now that
you’ve managed to put another white streak in my hair, you can come
out from there.”

Backlit, his expression remained hidden, but
she easily interpreted the acerbic tone in his voice. Her reaction
had startled him, and he didn’t like it. Nerves still raw from the
horrible dream, Martise wasn’t inclined to apologize. He didn’t
want her screaming in his ear? Then he shouldn’t sneak up on her
while she slept.

She pulled her lethal skirts to the side and
crawled from under the table. He grasped her hand and helped her
stand. Seeing him before her, so strong and sure, made Martise
forget her annoyance and remember her terror. She threw herself
against him. Muscle rippled and tensed as he wrapped her in his
arms.

Life as a farmer had whittled him to sinew and
bone, and there wasn’t a patch of softness on him except for the
occasional look in his eye when she caught him watching her. The
unyielding physique didn’t lessen the comfort she took from his
embrace.

A callused hand traveled the length of her
braid before ascending to cup the back of her head. “What is it,
Martise?” he asked. “A dream? I found you asleep, the candle melted
down and a quill still in your hand.”

She shivered, recalling the grim images and
the words that inspired them. “A nightmare,” she said, hating the
tremor in her voice. “I thought you were one of them.”

“One of whom?” He gathered her
closer, the fall of his hair brushing the side of her face. His
clothes were damp and chilly, as if he’d recently come in from the
cold without his cloak.

“A saruum,” she
said.

His hoarse chuckle sounded near her ear. “I
forgive you the extreme insult of the comparison. Knowing the
quality of most kings, you’ve every right to scream at the notion
of being married to one.”

When his solid presence had calmed her even
more and blurred the clarity of her nightmare, she’d show him her
notes. Not all saruui or kings were equal, and those she
dreamed of were like no saruum ever born to command armies
or sit upon a throne.

He coaxed her down to supper, brow furrowed
when she picked at her food. Gurn’s expression mirrored Silhara’s.
He signed, offering to make her something else. Martise declined.
“You’re very kind, Gurn. The food is good; I’m just not
hungry.”

Later, in their chamber, she sat cross-legged
behind Silhara on their bed and combed out his hair. It had become
a ritual between them, adopted not long after Martise’s role in his
household changed, and the apprentice became the lover.

The stroke of the comb always soothed him, and
tonight it soothed her as well. His hair spilled down his back to
pool in her lap, long locks she twined loosely around her forearms
or spun through her fingers.

“Do you want to see my notes now
or in the morning?” she asked, breaking the comfortable
silence.

He turned his head enough to give her a clear
view of his profile—sculpted cheekbone and prominent Kurman nose.
“Will you sleep better tonight if you show me in the
morning?”

A simple question and the greatest of
kindnesses. She dropped the comb and slid her arms around his waist
to hug him close. “Yes.”

Rough fingertips glided over her knuckles
before his palms rested atop her hands. “Then morning is soon
enough. Unless you found something that might stop me from
obliterating that temple.”

Martise squeezed, loosening her grip a little
at Silhara’s corresponding grunt. “No, nothing. Leave no stone
standing. Empty the seas of salt if you must to cover that bit of
ground.”

He unwound her arms and changed position to
face her fully. Light from the brazier deepened his skin’s swarthy
hue and rimmed the black of his eyes in a thin haze of crimson.
“It’s a demon then.”

Martise gave a humorless chuckle. “Oh yes, and
if your scrolls are correct, its anchor to this world is buried
under the temple.”

Silhara cursed. “I was afraid of that, though
it makes sense. Not so random an appearance then or your bad luck
at being in the wrong place at the wrong time. What’s the
anchor?”

“I think it’s a sword.”

His disgusted snort made her smile. “Of course
it is. Never anything prosaic like a lamp or a butter
churn—something we could put to everyday use once I broke its
enchantment.”

She gazed at him, endlessly beguiled by his
many facets. The Master of Crows, wielder of great magic and
destroyer of gods, would have been far happier to discover a butter
churn under his heap of a temple instead of a rare, enchanted
sword.

Silhara gave her a puzzled look laced with a
touch of suspicion. “What?”

“You,” she said softly. He
remained silent, waiting for her to finish. “I’m very glad that
executioner didn’t strangle you on the docks that day.”

Both his eyebrows shot upward. “So he wouldn’t
rob you of the chance to do it yourself?” he teased.

She yanked on a strand of his hair, making him
yelp. “Don’t think I haven’t been tempted a time or two,
sorcerer.”

Her surprised squeak mixed with laughter when
he lunged toward her and carried them back into the pile of pillows
and blankets. Her hair muffled his playful growls as he nibbled her
ear and walked the delicate line of her ribs with his fingers in a
ticklish dance.

“Not just any old sorcerer; an
almighty god-smiter,” he said. His fingers skittered faster along
her sides, making her squirm and laugh even harder. “Say it,
Martise. Almighty god-smiter.”

“I will not,” she said between
gasps. “And if you don’t stop, I’ll wet the bed.”

Her threat worked faster than any spell
Silhara might conjure. He froze and stared down at her smiling
face. “You wouldn’t.”

“I wouldn’t want to.”

He blew out a defeated sigh and settled his
weight more heavily on her. His lips were soft against her as he
muttered “You thwart me too often, apprentice.”

Stretched under him, Martise wrapped her arms
around Silhara’s shoulders, tracing routes over the valleys and
peaks of hard muscle until her fingers interlocked at the back of
his neck. His eyes, usually as black and hard as obsidian were
softer now, with the sheen of a crow’s wing in sunlight. “You love
me anyway,” she teased.

“That’s true,” he said
softly.

“Your weakness,” she replied in
equally quiet tones.

“No. My strength.”

They made love, this time without the power of
their combined Gifts flowing hot between them, yet Martise would
argue with anyone that its absence made no difference. There was
sorcery aplenty in loving the one you held most dear.

She didn’t know which of them fell asleep
first, but for Martise, slumber came with a price. As with the time
she dozed in the library earlier, strange dreams plagued her. This
time it was of the temple but not as she knew it. Instead of a
ruin, it stood whole and pristine amidst trees much smaller than
the ones surrounding it now. The green light she’d seen trapped
within its confines was gone, replaced by a colder moonlight that
enveloped the entire structure.

A man stood in the temple’s center, head
bowed, partially obscured by the cage of columns that held up the
roof. Martise recognized him—the entity who’d tried to drag her
across the ground and into the ruin’s interior. The miasmic cloak
of shadow with its warped faces no longer rested on his shoulders.
In its place, a gray cloak fell down his back, shielding armor
engraved in strange runes whose outlines glowed hot cobalt. He held
a sword, similar to the slender curved blades she’d seen Kurmans
wear at the hip—designed to fight from horseback with rapid draw
and slashing strokes. Unlike the temple luminescence, the light
flitting across the blade crackled and shot jagged bolts down the
temper line toward the tip.

“Megiddo Anastas,” she said in her
dream, uttering the name she found scrawled across parchment
retrieved from a lich’s lair.

A small voice, the faintest echo of hers,
cried out in the dream. “Wake up! Wake up!”

The dream held fast, and the man she addressed
as Megiddo lifted his head and met her gaze with a haughty one of
his own. Her breathing quickened in both dread and fascination. He
was as she remember, yet different. The same princely features but
the eyes not quite so mad or inhuman and as deep a blue as the
coldest sea.

His slow smile sent that warning voice inside
her into paroxyms. “This isn’t a dream! WAKE UP!” Martise ignored
it, entranced as she had never been before by any
sorcery.

Megiddo’s smile widened, as if he heard the
same voice and noted her disregard of its desperate command. “You
know my name, kashaptu,” he said in a dialect of old Glimming.
“Come forth and know me better.” He held out a hand, beckoning
her.

She rose from the bed, silent and unresisting,
even as that inner voice screamed in her head. The floor lay icy
under her bare feet, invisible drafts swirling up her legs so that
she shivered. Her thin leine offered no protection against the
cold. Still, she obeyed the command implicit in the sarrum’s
gesture, bound to him by the invisible shackles of dark
sorcery.

Silhara slept behind her, unnaturally still
and unaware of the bewitchment taking place in his bedchamber.
Martise tried to call to him, but the words remained locked in her
throat, silenced by the same spellwork that propelled her to dress
quietly and creep out of the room on slippered feet.

Two visions played before her eyes – Neith’s
hallways blanketed in a darkness so thick, she could scoop it with
a spoon, and the temple in the forest, unbroken and occupied by an
armored demon whose lips moved in a soundless chant and whose gaze
trapped her in unwilling obedience.

She was a puppet tugged and pulled, her
physical body subject to the player’s hand. Her spirit recoiled and
fought against the compulsion that sent her downstairs, through the
great hall and vestibule and into the loggia frosted in new fallen
snow and iced by moonlight.

A soft growl sounded nearby. Cael followed
her, staying just out of reach. His muzzle wrinkled into a snarl,
revealing teeth sharp and strong enough to shred flesh and snap
bone. His red eyes watched her, unblinking.

Stay away, Cael, she wanted to say, but
like her attempt to call out Silhara’s name, the words stuck in her
throat. The magefinder didn’t attack her, but his fur bristled
stiff off his back and neck. He tracked her as she raced for the
wood and the irresistible command of a demon king.

Her vision of him, standing calm and watchful
within the unbroken temple wavered and finally disappeared,
replaced by the reality of broken stone and a man no longer clad in
armor but in a cloak of tortured souls. He offered a pale, graceful
hand, and even though her mind didn’t translate all his words, her
spirit clearly understood him. “Join me, witch of the wild grove.
Set me free.”

Silhara’s wards, a duller red than Cael’s
eyes, pulsed a warning. To cross their barrier was to die, and
still Martise stepped closer to the boundary. The warning voice
clanging inside her head incessantly shrieked and begged her to
stop. Her terror, the catalyst that always brought forth her Gift,
didn’t work this time, and the magic that had saved her more than
once from both death and abduction refused to manifest.

She felt its presence, a solid weight of power
that, for whatever reason, coiled in a tight knot inside her and
did nothing, even as her hand touched the mage-wards, split their
fatal threads, and grasped the demon king’s icy fingers.

A fiery pain, followed by a wrench on her
skirts broke their clasp and almost broke the geas set upon her.
Martise spun, dragging Cael’s heavy weight as he clenched her
skirts between his teeth and tugged with all his might. A hot
wetness trickled down her burning calf to pool inside her slipper.
The magefinder had bitten her in his zeal to yank her away from the
temple.

The geas’s power, greater than the dog’s
strength, pulled her back to the boundary. She had no choice but to
obey, even if it meant dragging Cael across the mage-wards with
her. Somehow the geas protected her from their deadly defenses, but
she feared such protection didn’t extend to Cael.

Cael! His name was merely a shouted
thought, but the hound released her instantly. His crimson gaze
flickered from her to the entity and back again as if waiting for
her next order. Martise prayed the dog might somehow have heard and
understood her silent cry and listened for more.

The power of the geas wrenched on her spine,
sending a hot spear of pain down her back as if someone pressed the
length of a fireplace poker pulled straight from the coals against
her skin. She resisted the agony and bent to stare deep into Cael’s
eyes. Fearsome and intelligent, he sat on his haunches, quivering
from head to tail. Martise placed all her hopes on the slim chance
that whatever made his kind sensitive to magic also made them
sensitive to thought. Megiddo! Run!

The dog bolted, long legs stretched as he flew
across the snow and into the wood, his bays a cacophony as he raced
for the manor.

Martise tried to flee after him, but her feet
refused to obey her will’s edict, and she turned back to the demon
king waiting silently in the temple ruin. He reached for her once
more, and the powerful wards fell away like straw in a breeze as
she clasped his hand.

“Let me go,” she pleaded in a
mournful voice.

His eyes, reflective as polished steel and
pitiless, widened for a moment before darkening with the shadows of
madness. “Bring me home, kashaptu, and I will.”

His cloak swirled around them, wrapping both
in wailing, shrieking shadow until Martise no longer saw the forest
or the temple, the snow or the moonlight, only a gray howling and
the touch of the dead on her skin.

 



CHAPTER FIVE

 


Silhara jackknifed from the bed, slammed awake
by Cael’s raucous bays and the feel of black sorcery suffocating
the bedchamber. The place beside him was empty, Martise nowhere in
sight. The gut level alarm that warned him something was horribly
wrong propelled him out of the bed and toward the door at a dead
run.

 


A mass of foul-smelling fur hurtled into him
the moment he opened the door, punching Silhara across the room. He
landed on his back, smacking his head on the wood floor hard enough
to see stars. Cael stood on top of him, head lowered, great chest
bellowing in and out with his rapid pants. Silhara tried to shove
the dog off of him, certain he’d die either by asphyxiation or
drowning in a wash of drool.

Cael didn’t budge, only snapped his teeth. The
Master of Crows stilled under his crimson gaze. A pair of large
hands wrapped in the magefinder’s scruff and pulled. Cael growled
low in his throat and braced his weight on Silhara’s chest as Gurn
struggled to pull him off his master.

“Gurn, wait,” Silhara said on a
thin breath.

The servant let go and stepped back. Dog and
sorcerer stared at each other for a long moment. Silhara peered
hard into the canine gaze, searching for the message Cael so
desperately wanted to convey.

He’d never before tried seer bonding with
someone not human, and he hesitated now. Who knew how the magic
might work between the two? Or if it worked at all. He had little
faith in the spell on its own, but his sorcery still surged with
the power he’d bled from Martise’s Gift the previous day. He might
well kill his devoted magefinder in his attempt to learn what lay
behind that stare, but he’d have to risk it. Somewhere his wife
faced an unknown danger alone; he knew it in his bones, his very
spirit. And if Cael’s behavior was any indication, the dog knew it
too.

He rested his hand on Cael’s head and murmured
the words that invoked a bonding. Far more fractured and abstract
than the easy bonding Silhara shared with Martise, this connection
skipped across his mind’s eye—fleeting images of the forest in
shades of blue and yellow. Rabbits dashing through the trees to
bank off their trunks in a frantic bid to escape him.

Smells overrode the images. The meaty, coppery
scent of a fresh kill flooded his nostrils along with the gagging
sweetness of orange flower, the pungent odor of the bailey and the
astringent bite of sapling evergreens dusted in snow. They were all
overlaid by a more unnatural smell – long death and old agony,
purpose and malice. Fear. Martise’s fear.

Silhara snarled, and Cael echoed the sound. A
new vision rose, this one of Martise’s face, wide-eyed and blanched
of color. Behind her, the broken temple loomed, bathed in
viridescent light. Her beloved features filled his inner sight and
two words thundered in his mind.

“Megiddo! Run!”

The hound jerked his head from under his
master’s touch with a whine. Unprepared for the effect of an
abruptly broken bond, Silhara cursed as a shock of pain ricocheted
between his temples. This time, when he shoved the dog off him,
Cael went, unresisting. Silhara rolled to his feet, staggered a
moment and waved away Gurn’s offer of assistance.

Who—or what—the fuck was Megiddo?

He donned shirt, trousers and shoes, uncaring
that he was decorated with muddy paw prints and slimed in dog
drool. Gurn and Cael kept pace with him as he raced down the gloomy
hall. He caught glimpses in the corner of his eye of the servant’s
hands sketching signs.

“Where is Martise?”

“Taken,” Silhara snapped, and
skipped the last six steps of the stairwell to vault over the
banister. He snatched his cloak from a hook by the bailey door and
left Gurn to catch up. Cael loped easily beside him, his earlier
bays silenced, his eyes the fiery shade of hearth coals.

Their journey to the temple ruin lasted an
eternity, at least for Silhara whose fear for his wife’s safety
wrestled with an overwhelming rage that someone dared invade his
land and steal that which was most precious to him. Corruption had
once destroyed his orange grove. Silhara had grieved and then
replanted, mollified over the grove’s loss by the god’s destruction
at his hands.

Martise was not an orange grove easily
replaced, and he vowed to himself that if she came to any harm,
he’d wreak a vengeance that would make a god’s execution look like
child’s play.

He chose the stealth of creeping up to the
ruin instead of the blunt force of the invocation he’d employed
when the wood’s curse magic had rippled a warning that something
wrong was at work on his lands. The faint hope he might once again
discover Martise standing near the temple, frightened but unharmed,
died a quick death. Disappointment warred with relief. His fury
over her assumed abduction would be nothing compared to his horror
if he found her dead, his efforts to protect her through mage-wards
the reason for her demise.

The structure stood empty as did the
spoked-wheel design surrounding it. The deadly wards Silhara had
raised to confine whatever had used the temple as a gateway were
broken, remnants of their presence still lingering in haphazard
scorch marks seared into the temple steps and columns. A few still
smoked, sending acrid whiffs of black char into the air.

He should have obliterated the damn thing
yesterday! Left it a smoking heap of rubble suffocated in salt and
warded harder than a Conclave bishop’s virginal daughter. He’d
waited instead, acquiescing to Martise’s more level-headed response
that they learn more about the temple before deciding on the best
way to dispatch it. And this is what caution had gained them. It
was the last time he’d listen to his wife!

Places like these, built by an Elder race,
held ancient secrets, and he picked his way carefully around the
spoked wheel, barking the order at an overly curious Cael to stay
put. Gurn soon joined them and waited with the dog on the edges of
the wheel’s perimeter.

Silhara possessed a Gift of extraordinary
power, but that power was human-born, and this temple was not. His
wards, strong enough to entrap a gaggle of adept priests, had
disintegrated as if woven by a novice who’d forgotten half the
incantation.

As with the first time he’d reconnoitered the
temple for Martise, he cast multiple spells—revelations, seekings
and second sights. He sketched sigils in the air and traced them on
the temple floor, designs whose origins in the black arcana
guaranteed Silhara an appearance before a Conclave tribunal if they
witnessed his actions now.

Nothing happened. The snow-laden wind gusted
through the trees; branches creaked, and a nearby crow cawed. Even
the blackest sigil did nothing more than leave a greasy,
foul-smelling smear on the floor pavers. Whatever took Martise had
disappeared from this world, leaving no trace or echo behind
it.

Silhara raked his hands through his hair,
spitting out curses between his clenched teeth. The urge to unleash
his anger in a hail of spells and turn the temple into a gravel
pile almost overwhelmed him. He held onto his fury and did the next
best thing—called out his wife’s name.

“Martise!”

The unseen crow’s caws ceased. The wind did
not, and Martise didn’t answer.

“Martise!”

This time he shouted her name, the command
that she answer him right now implicit in his tone. Still, she
didn’t reply.

The third time, her name boiled up from the
depths of his spirit, a desperate bellow likely heard by the
citizens of Eastern Prime on the seashore and the Kurman nomads at
the feet of the Dramorin Mountains.

“MARTISE!”

A heavy clasp on his shoulder made him whirl,
nostrils flared. Gurn’s steady gaze blunted the frenetic edge of
helpless panic fueling his rage. The servant signed, his eyes
conveying the message as much as his hands did.

“The library. She has
notes.”

Of course she had notes. Silhara knew that,
but reviewing her notes meant leaving here, and for a moment he
refused to move, even while acknowledging that anything else he
tried based on guesses was futile.

Gurn nudged him with a shoulder, making
Silhara stumble. “The library, master.”

Silhara nodded. He’d done all he could at the
moment with what little information he had. Anything else was a
waste of precious time. Martise had discovered something in her
scouring of his library—something that made her leap away from his
touch and cower under a table like a cornered rat. His memory of
that moment served only to boil his blood even hotter.

His journey back to the manor didn’t require
stealth, and the spell he used to return left Gurn and Cael in the
wood to trek back home on foot. He pounded up the stairs and threw
open the library door. Martise’s books and notes were as she’d left
them the previous evening.

A small dread dissipated inside him. He’d
worried that whatever had entered his home and abducted his wife
had stayed long enough to destroy any clue about its
nature.

Martise’s precise script tracked across the
parchment pages in neat lines. Silhara scanned them, too impatient
to sit and study each word. His gaze caught on a pair of passages
she’d underlined. The first were gibberish to him, likely the
antiquated Makkadian she’d spoken of earlier when she’d translated
the word kashaptu for him.

Saruum ina etuti abu redu gi su
ikul kir.

Hamsum saruui emu, duranki
shuhadaku.

Saruum shuhadaku. Shuhadaku
saruum.

Rebu saruui iksuda. Isten saruum
halqu.

Saruui Buidu.

Her translation made him reel.

The king who dwells in darkness
leads the shadows that eat the world.

Five kings made spirit, bound to
the sword.

The king is the sword. The sword
is the king.

Wraith Kings.

His heart, already knocking against his
breastbone, stopped for a moment, then restarted on a hard gallop.
Wraith Kings. Bursin help them, let that translation be
wrong.

She’d listed all five of their names. They
meant nothing to him except one—Megiddo Anastas.

Megiddo. The word Cael had carried back with
him to the manor, along with the terrified “Run!” that followed it.
Not just a pesky demon lurking about but a fucking Wraith
King!

Silhara snatched up the half empty inkwell and
hurled it at book shelf. “Gods damn it, Martise!” He glared at the
black stain splattered across book spines and the ink pot rolling
across the floor. No wonder the woman had shrieked loud enough to
bring the rafters down when he’d startled her awake. She’d
discovered the origin of her temple nemesis and fell asleep with
that knowledge humming through her mind.

Bursin’s wings, all he ever wanted was to be
left alone to live his life in peace! Instead, he’d dealt with
meddlesome priests at his door, an exiled god bent on possession
and world domination and now a demon king traipsing off with his
wife who harbored a reawakened Gift more curse than
blessing.

A box of quills met the same fate as the ink
pot, shattering to splinters when it struck the wall. Silhara
paced. Demons didn’t scare him. He’d battled a few in years past,
controlled an equal number as well. He’d even summoned one to
frighten Martise in those early days when they’d first met and
viewed each other as adversaries.

This was different. Far, far different. These
weren’t gibbering toadies serving a greater, more intelligent
force. The Wraith Kings were ancient, powerful beings. Neither
Elder nor human, they were gods in their own right—dark ones who
once led legions of demons across the earth. Warring kingdoms had
united to stop them, the loss of life catastrophic in the
aftermath.

Knowledge of their existence had faded from
memory and legitimate record as if an entire epoch had chosen
forgetfulness in order to heal. What few tomes spoke of them were
jealously hoarded and guarded by those who traveled the necromantic
path or were stashed away by crow wizards like himself who dabbled
in the black arcana. Silhara was not at all surprised to find that
Martise had made her discovery of the kings in grimoires stolen
from a lich’s barrow.

Her ability to uncover the most obscure
information was as astounding as her luck was abysmal. Silhara
muttered under his breath. Leave it to his hapless wife to go out
for a morning jaunt of mushroom-hunting and end up drawing down a
damn Wraith King!

Gurn strode into the library, hands in motion.
“Did you find anything?”

Silhara scowled. “Of course, and it’s
predictably a hundred times worse than I anticipated.”

He forced himself into a reluctant calm.
Marching back to the temple and leveling it to the ground might
make him feel better, but it would be a brief respite and
ultimately make his task of retrieving Martise much harder.
Instead, he seated himself at the table stacked with her notes,
ordered tea from Gurn and set to work reading what she’d gleaned
from his library.

One line in her translation drew him time and
again. “The king is the sword. The sword is the king.” Martise had
told him she believed the entity was drawn to that particular
structure by an artifact buried beneath it—a sword that acted as a
tether connecting one world to another. After reading several more
pages of her research, Silhara agreed with her. Beneath the ruin
lay a sword wielded by an abomination long forgotten by all but a
few.

He tore down half the library shelves,
scattering books and scrolls across the floor as he searched for
gate and lock spells, traveler incantations that bent the space
between worlds and hurtled the luckless and the malcontent into
times and places not their own. Every one of them warned of a
gruesome death if not performed correctly.

More snow had fallen when Silhara returned to
the temple, and a fresh fall of white obscured the spoked-wheel
design. He’d come alone, and only by threatening to lay a geas on
Gurn and shackle Cael to one of the exterior walls. Gurn replied by
raising the shovel he held in warning.

Silhara glared at him. “Cracking my skull open
with that shovel isn’t my idea of helping, and it’s stupid to think
we can dig the sword out from under all that stone. Even with both
of us—and the dog—digging for days, we’d get nowhere, and I don’t
have days.”

He’d already lost hours in the library. Bursin
alone knew what was happening to Martise in that time. The thought
ratcheted his temper and his panic up another notch.

Defeat slumped the servant’s broad shoulders.
He signed to Silhara who nodded. “We’ll return. Both of us. You
have my word.” Gurn knew him well enough to believe the effort he’d
make to fulfill that vow even if he couldn’t guarantee the
outcome.

He reached inside his shirt and slipped off
the necklace he wore. The delicate chain threaded through his
fingers, a pendant of colored glass swinging from its loop. The
glass encased a tiny curl of brown hair. Once the means by which
Martise’s old master kept her enslaved, the necklace was now a
favorite possession of Silhara’s. He’d crushed the spirit stone
that entrapped a part of his wife’s soul and replaced it with the
pendant that held a bit of her hair. He wore it when he traveled
without her to Eastern Prime’s markets, keeping her close even when
she was far from him. Now, the pendant would be a tether to bring
her home. He buried the chain under a loose pile of small rocks to
keep the crows from snatching it.

Cloaked beneath a sullen sky, Silhara
initiated the first of two rituals—this one to reveal a relic
buried longer than generations of memory.

Ritual spellwork hid numerous traps,
especially when the mage worked alone. Silhara always worked alone
and had paid dearly for the preference more times than he could
count. Burns, frostbite, teal-colored skin, orange eyes, hair loss,
blisters and a month’s worth of impotence when he was seventeen
that had terrified him enough to actually offer a sincere prayer to
the gods for help.

The gods had ignored him, but his mentor had
shown mercy—along with a generous heap of ridicule—and reversed the
damage of a poorly executed ritual. Except for his brief alliance
with Conclave to kill the god Corruption, Silhara remained a
solitary practitioner. He was, however, far more careful with his
spellwork now than when he was a juvenile sorcerer with more
arrogance than sense.

His caution served him well in the broken
temple. Incantations, combined with a rigid pattern of steps and
the scatter of certain herbs, illuminated the wheel, revealing the
entire design instead of the few lines not yet faded away by time
and the elements.

The illumination held the wheel’s shape and
began to rotate. Small mounds of snow collapsed as the ground
thrummed with a low vibration, reminding Silhara of Conclave
acolytes and their chanting during dawn prayers.

He built spell upon spell, connecting
revelation summonings with ward-break invocations until a complex
web of light and resonance engulfed the temple. Stone groaned
across stone as the shallow staircase leading to the structure’s
center broke at the left seam and slid to one side.

Success!

Silhara turned his spellwork toward the
opening revealed and invoked a string of incantations. The tremors
under his feet strengthened, and his teeth chattered against each
other more from the vibrations than from the cold. These were old
wards, inhuman ones. Without the lich’s grimoires to aid him, he
might never crack them open.

Blood streamed from his nose and coursed down
his cheeks in thin rivulets from his eyes. Powerful magic, whether
benevolent or malevolent, always demanded a tithe of some sort, and
Silhara had bled for it numerous times.

Shards of lightning crackled from the dark
hollow, and he caught the clanking sound of metal scraping across
stone before a flash of movement twinkled in warning. Quick
instincts and a finely honed sense of self preservation saved him
from impalement. He jerked back as a blade whipped out of the
shadows. It cleaved the air, almost slicing off his nose as it shot
past him to bury the first quarter of its tip in a nearby tree
trunk with a solid thunk.

The embedded weapon oscillated from the impact
then went still. Cerulean light still bolted down the blade, and in
the woodland hush, Silhara heard the faintest hum—like far-off
voices canting funereal dirges. The sound raised the hair on his
arms, and he approached cautiously.

Bark began flaking off the tree’s trunk where
the sword stuck, bits and pieces turning to dust before they even
fell to the ground. Wood rotted at unnatural speed, creating a
patch of decay that grew to the size of a dinner plate before
stopping. The gnarled oak, probably as old as Neith itself, visibly
shivered, its leafless branches cascading snow to the ground.
Silhara suspected that were the oak younger, the wound left by the
ensorcelled sword would have killed it. Instead, the trunk’s
ligneous grip, softened by sudden rot, gave way. The sword fell,
landing with a soft thud in a pile of dead leaves that instantly
disintegrated to powder. The wounded oak shivered once more, and
Silhara didn’t imagine the sylvan groan of relief that echoed from
the roots below ground.

He crouched beside the sword for a better
look. He was neither swordsmith nor warrior. What fighting skills
he had, he’d learned as a wharf rat on Eastern Prime’s docks and in
her dangerous closes. He’d honed them as a rebellious novitiate
during his brief tenure at Conclave Redoubt. He was handy with a
knife, his fists, his spells and a savage will to survive that was
bequeathed to all rats.

Spells were his area of expertise, but he knew
enough about swords and the type of fighters who wielded them to
find this one puzzling. Whether forged as enchanted or later turned
that way, the blade surprised him. He expected something more
spectacular from a Wraith King.

The weapon reminded him of his cane knife.
Single-handed, single-edged and guardless, it was more long knife
than sword. Its slender, slightly curved blade was made for
slashing and thrusting instead of cleaving and blocking. The hilt
lacked any ornamentation. The pommel bore the design of an avian
head in profile. Plain like the hilt, its only nod to decoration
was a tiny river stone inset to represent the bird’s
eye.

He didn’t need a swordsman’s gaze to see the
edge remained sharp—lethal in a skilled hand. Still, this was not a
sword bequeathed to a king or even a nobleman. Far too humble and
unassuming, even with sorcery of the dead and the demonic infused
in its metal and lightning coursing down its fuller.

Megiddo Anastas. Wraith King, dark god,
commander of demon hordes. Not a collector of the
ornate.

Silhara returned to the exposed alcove beneath
the steps and incanted another spell. A scabbard usually
accompanied a sword, and his guess proved correct when one rose
from the same spot as the sword before dropping to clatter down the
steps and landed at his feet.

As plain an affair as the weapon itself and
protected from age and decay by the same blend of dark sorcery, the
scabbard offered no hints to its origin or maker. The smooth onyx
wood was waxed and would have shimmered softly from a fine polish,
even without the help of the eldritch light.

Silhara pulled the pair of harvesting gloves
he’d brought with him from his belt. They shielded his hands from
the orange trees’ vicious thorns but weren’t much use against
sorcery. He’d enchanted them with protection spells in preparation
for holding whatever artifact he retrieved from underneath the
temple. While the sword’s unassuming appearance surprised him, its
necrotic effect on anything it touched didn’t. Demon kings didn’t
wield death in half measures. What the blade’s edge didn’t
accomplish, the sorcery would. And it was highly likely the
scabbard was no less dangerous to the touch.

He invoked additional wards that enclosed the
sword within an invisible barrier. Silhara left nothing to chance.
He might be able to freely touch the sword with a pair of enchanted
gauntlets, but without the safeguards of barrier wards, nothing
else on his person was safe while in its proximity. The last thing
he needed was for the weapon to brush against his arm or
leg.

The sword hissed when he wrapped his fingers
around the hilt. It literally squirmed in his palm as if trying to
break free of his grip. Silhara shook it in warning. “I only need
part of you to do what I want. Keep still or I’ll break you in half
and melt you down for tithing coins.”

Sentient or not, the sword quieted at the
threat. Even the dirge-like humming stopped as the hilt settled
peacefully in his grasp long enough for him to retrieve the
scabbard and slide the sword inside. Silhara was still tempted to
melt it down despite its acquiescence. Conclave would collectively
piss itself at the idea of necromantic coins hiding in its
treasury.

The forest settled into an even deeper hush as
Silhara, sheathed sword in hand, began siphoning off the curse
magic he held over these woods to protect Neith. Magic of the black
arcana offered great power to its practitioners, demanding great
strength in return. His sorcerous skills came not only from his
generous Gift but from impressive physical prowess. The curse magic
weakened but didn’t debilitate him, and he was almost as formidable
without its parasitic drain. When, however, he reclaimed it for
himself, the potent surge left him breathless.

Flush with power and in possession of the
thing that tethered the demon king to this temple, Silhara began
the second ritual, drawing sigils in the air as he walked
widdershins over the wheel pattern and uttered spells written in
old blood on the pages of a grimoire bound in human skin.
God-smiter or not, Conclave would light him up like a torch without
so much as a by-your-leave if they caught him at this
ritual.

A hot pain blossomed between his eyes, growing
from a pinpoint to a voracious agony that reverberated in his skull
as if he were trapped inside the mouth of a ringing bell. He
clenched his jaw and invoked magic through gritted teeth even as he
wept more blood. Crimson streams poured from his nose to splatter
on the steps.

The temple’s center suddenly blazed in a burst
of emerald light, coruscating and tightening into a spinning column
just like the one Martise had described for him. The lit column was
empty, and he growled low in his throat as he scampered up the
broken stairs. The demon had already captured his intended
quarry.

No plan and no time to make one. But Silhara
had will, rage, and the strongest incentive. Nothing, and no one,
would stop him from taking his wife back. He leapt the last two
stairs and threw himself into the light.

 



CHAPTER SIX

 


Martise’s first impression of the half world
to which she had been taken was the stench. She dry-retched at the
smell—the same charnel house odor that surrounded Megiddo when he
first appeared to her in the temple. She bent at the waist, ready
to empty her stomach between her feet. Mercifully, nothing came up,
and she straightened, using her free hand to shield her nose and
mouth as she breathed.

Neith’s snow-flocked forest had yielded to a
gray wasteland. Spires of mountains rose in a far distance,
silhouetted against a dull twilight with no emerging stars.
Martise’s first glimpse of this strange place lasted only a moment
before she yanked her hand out of the demon king’s icy grasp, his
geas on her broken. She fled, pain rippling up her wounded calf as
she raced toward a horizon where bleak sky met dead earth. There
was no logic to her flight, no destination she tried to reach—only
the terrified instinct of prey escaping predator.

Her shallow pants sounded thunderous in her
ears, the only noise in a place drowned in silence as she ran. And
she ran for naught.

Megiddo Anastas suddenly appeared out of thin
air in front of her, once again enrobed in fabric made of shadow
and the souls of the damned. Martise yelped, almost cannoning into
him before she veered to the side and fled in another
direction.

They played this diabolical game for several
minutes until Martise, whose frustration began to eclipse her fear,
stopped and glared at her captor. A foul wind rose from the gods
only knew where, whipping dust into small whirlwinds that danced
across the barren landscape. Neither cold nor hot, it whipped her
loose hair across her face, obscuring her vision until she tucked
it behind her ear. She and the demon king stared at each other as
the wind keened around them.

“You can run forever, and you will
find no end.” He still spoke in Glimming and as someone who once
tried fleeing as she did and discovered an unavoidable truth.
Martise shuddered. “Where will you go?” he asked, head cocked in
puzzlement, as if she were the most interesting thing he’d come
across in a long time.

“Away from you,” she
snapped.

He smiled, and the hairs on her arms rose in
warning. If he were representative of his brethren, then the five
Wraith Kings were aptly named. Megiddo might be handsome were he
human. He possessed an elegant face with a high forehead and long,
patrician nose accentuated by the way he wore his hair-scraped back
at the top and sides. The slight upturn to his rigid mouth hinted
at humor, though considering the smile’s wearer, Martise wasn’t
inclined to return it. His features were younger, more refined than
Silhara’s. Not nearly so harsh and so much more dead.

Leached of color, his skin was a ghastly
marmoreal in both shade and texture. No human, no matter how fair,
sported so pallid or smooth a complexion and still breathed. Even
the lead paints the Calderes aristo women wore on high holy days or
during festivals didn’t bleach their faces like this. His strange
eyes crackled with the same lightning that washed down the sword
blade he’d carried in her dream vision. Instead of round, his
pupils were horizontal and slit-shaped like those of a goat. The
wind lifted his hair as it did hers, but the strands didn’t move as
hers did. They were like his robes, living tendrils of smoke that
seemed to move of their own free will. Tenebrous locks drifted over
his shoulders, coiled and uncoiled around his neck or melded with
the robes.

His grip on her hand had been cold as a burial
slab but solid, real. His appearance belied his touch. Spectral,
eerie and strange. Almost incorporeal. Wraith.

“What is your name?” Even his
voice, precise in its articulation, sounded hollowed
out.

Surely he didn’t think her that stupid.
“Kashaptu.” She stumbled back with a gasp when suddenly he winked
out of sight only to appear so close in front of her that he
threatened to step on her toes.

“Clever,” he said. His eyebrows
rode lower on his brow than Silhara’s did. One slid upward as he
scrutinized her.

She glared at him, scared and tired of his
antics. “What do you want from me?”

Megiddo shrugged and spun away. Martise swore
for a moment he walked on air instead of ground. “I should think
that’s obvious, don’t you?” He held up a finger to forestall
whatever else she might say. “First, I’d have you meet someone.
She’s been waiting for you almost as long as I have.”

He didn’t let her wonder at that enigmatic
statement, appearing next to her once more with that same unnatural
speed. His hand on her arm froze the blood in her veins. The ground
didn’t shift beneath her feet or her surroundings move, but
suddenly she stood with her captor before the door of a small
cottage set incongruously in the same bleak landscape, only now the
mountain spires rose from a different direction.

She didn’t know what was east or west, north
or south. There was no sun or moon and no stars, only a flat,
lifeless sky the same shade as the equally flat and lifeless
ground.

Martise caught a brief glimpse of the
cottage’s exterior before Megiddo opened the door and hauled her
inside. “Damkiana,” he said, and her eyes widened at the term as
well as the sudden change in his tone. So brief she might not have
caught it were she not so close to him, the softer modulation
disappeared almost as quickly as it appeared. “I’ve brought someone
for you to meet,” he said. “This is the kashaptu with no
name.” He kicked the door closed behind him and crossed his arms
with a pleased smile. Martise fervently prayed she’d not just been
delivered as someone’s main course for supper.

Light steps sounded from the depths of a
hallway off one side of the main room. Martise couldn’t have been
more surprised if her erstwhile master, Cumbria of Conclave, had
suddenly appeared before her.

This was no old and haughty bishop but a
woman. Young, probably close in age to Martise, and there the
similarity ended. To the person who mattered most to her, Martise
was beautiful. To others and to herself, she was plain. The woman
who watched her with the same intense scrutiny as Megiddo did was
the antithesis of plain. The antithesis of wraith for that
matter.

Long, curly hair the color of strong-brewed
tea and skin burnished brown by heritage instead of the sun, she
had a soft, round face and dark eyes framed by thick lashes.
Megiddo had addressed her as “Damkiana,” an old Makkadian word that
meant “mistress of earth and heaven.” Whether her true name or a
term of endearment, it fit.

She glanced at Megiddo, her features
expressionless, before she walked slowly around Martise and paused
behind her. “You have blood on your skirts.” She spoke in Glimming
as well, and her voice was cool, except for the thread of
disapproval Martise sensed was reserved for the Wraith
King.

“My dog accidentally bit me.” The
reminder of her wound caused the pain to return, and Martise
shifted her weight and resisted the urge to bend down and massage
her throbbing calf.

Megiddo’s voice, tinged with that enigmatic
humor Martise had spotted in his smile was less hollow. “Not me.
Magehound. Who doesn’t attack those with magic. Will wonders never
cease?”

The woman circled to stand in front of Martise
again. “He bit her. Sounds like an attack to me.”

Martise shook her head. “He was trying to save
me.” She glanced over her shoulder to scowl at Megiddo. “I have no
magic.”

“And that force throwing me back
through the portal was simply a strong breeze. Clever and a
liar.”

She was stopped from arguing by the sight of
Damkiana pouring water from a pitcher into a bowl. She dropped a
cloth into the water, rang out the excess and handed it to Martise.
“Here. To wash your leg. The wound won’t heal, but it won’t worsen
either. You can at least wash the blood off before it dries and
starts to itch.”

Confused by such a mundane action paired with
such a strange statement, Martise offered a startled “Thank you.”
She held the cloth but waited, determined to get an explanation for
her abduction. She turned fully to Megiddo. “Why have you taken me?
I am no witch, no mage. I have no magic.”

Every one of those statements could be defined
as either the truth or a lie, depending on who knew her and who
interpreted them. Martise had no intention of verifying her Gift
even to the most harmless human, much less a king of demons. The
fact that her Gift had chosen not to fight him off a second time
frightened her.

She still felt it inside her, a presence, a
weight, but it had retreated for some reason—burrowed itself deep,
no longer her aggressive protector.

Megiddo leaned against the door. At some
point, between their time outside and when her back was to him, his
grotesque robes had disappeared, revealing a simple tunic and
trousers in various shades of olive green and brown. He was
tall—long-limbed and broad-shouldered. Not as tall or as rangy as
Silhara, but with an otherworldly grace her husband lacked.
Probably because he wasn’t human and Silhara was.

“Why have you taken me?” she
repeated.

“Because when you touched the
steps of that temple, this world stopped and waited for you. I want
it to stop again, in another place, another time. Whatever you
possess inside you is powerful if it can do such a
thing.”

“I have nothing that can help
you!” She was starting to sound like one of the colorful parrots a
Conclave primicerius once kept in his study and drove the other
primicer to distraction with their squawks and echolaic screeching,
but she’d repeat her assertion relentlessly and lie just as Megiddo
accused her of doing. Far better that than to have the demon king
rape her spirit to plunder her Gift and use it for his own
purposes.

Megiddo’s low chuckle revealed his disbelief
at her statement. “I leave you to Damkiana’s mercies for now.” With
that, he disappeared.

Martise raised a hand to the unobstructed
door. “Wait!” She lowered her arm and growled under her breath.
What she wouldn’t give for a bucket of enchanted nails at the
moment. She’d happily hammer his feet to the floor. He was as
annoying as he was frightening with all that winking in and out of
existence.

“He’ll return. He always does.”
Damkiana motioned for Martise to use the wet cloth she held. “That
won’t do your leg much good just sitting there in your
hand.”

Martise rested her foot on the edge of one of
two benches set on either side of a small table. She hiked her
skirt to survey the damage. Four matching puncture wounds decorated
either side of her calf. They oozed dark blood that dribbled into
her stained slipper. She pulled off the shoe, damp with blood, and
set it aside. Her skirts had protected her from the worst of the
bite, but the muscle under the puncture wounds throbbed as hard as
if someone had clubbed her in the leg.

She had no doubts that Cael had tried to save
her by clamping down on her skirts in an attempt to drag her away
from the temple. He’d overreached and sank his teeth into her calf.
Martise considered herself lucky he hadn’t torn her leg off. She
washed away the blood, hissing at the sting.

The cottage was nicely appointed—a simple
abode, well-kept and furnished with those things to made a
comfortable home. “Do you have anything to make a poultice?” she
asked her companion.

Damkiana shook her head. “No, and it wouldn’t
work anyway. The pain will still trouble you, but the wound won’t
poison. In this place, nothing sickens or dies.” She uttered those
words, not with glee, but with faint despair and a resigned
expression.

Martise’s heart thumped hard against her ribs.
“Where are we?”

The other woman shrugged. “It has no name. A
world between worlds; a time between times. Nothing changes here
except the sky, and even that has gone still for now.” Her accent
thickened as she spoke, as if describing this gray prison had
swelled her tongue.

Martise changed the subject for a moment. “You
both speak Glimming.”

“We do? I’ve always called it
Common. So does Megiddo. You speak it as well, though your accent
is different from ours.”

Martise returned the blood-stained cloth and
straightened her skirts. “My thanks for your help.” She slipped on
her shoe and sat down on the bench at Damkiana’s gesture. “Did he
capture you as well?”

Damkiana took a seat on the opposite bench.
Martise admired the way lamplight warmed her curls, highlighting
the reds and gold woven into her dark hair. “No, not purposefully.
Like your dog, he attempted one thing and did another.” A small
smile rounded her cheeks. “Knowing that didn’t ease my anger. I
think I stayed mad at him for a few centuries.”

The breath stuttered in Martise’s lungs. She
stared at the woman across from her, hoping her words were just
exaggerations to make a point. “How long have you been here?” That
hope died with the answer.

“Who can say? Years? Centuries?
Longer? I don’t know.” Damkiana peered at Martise. “Megiddo has
been here for so long, I think he’s forgotten the life he once had.
It’s easy to do when you’re trapped in this cage.”

After reading the tomes from the lich’s
library that described the Saruui Buidu, Martise had a
fairly good idea how long Megiddo had lingered in this world. She
just didn’t know how or why he ended up here. The thought of being
trapped with him as Damkiana was made her throat close with terror.
“I can’t stay here,” she said, shoving down her rising panic.
Silhara, she thought. If Cael had warned him as she hoped,
then she had a chance at escape. He’d be furious, enraged, hunting
for her. The thought lessened her terror.

“Oh, you can,” Damkiana
argued. “It’s Megiddo’s hope that you won’t. Mine too if you must
know.” She held out a slender hand. “I’m Acseh.”

Martise blinked and clasped her fingers. “Not
Damkiana?”

This time Acseh grinned. “No. Megiddo gave me
that name. Even when I told him mine and corrected him a thousand
times, he still insists on calling me Damkiana. I gave up after a
while. It’s a nice enough sounding name, even if it might mean
‘idiot’ or ‘slapskull.’ I’ve asked him what it means; he just
smiles. I’m probably better off not knowing.”

Martise almost told her but changed her mind.
Whatever reasons the saruum had for not telling Acseh its
meaning, she didn’t want to risk angering him by revealing it. Not
a name, but a term of endearment and a telling one at
that.

Could a demon hold affection for anyone or
anything? Especially a demon who once tried to annihilate all
humanity? She frowned. Not possible. These creatures weren’t
capable of such feelings, and she shivered at the thought of Acseh
trapped here with such a being—ruthless, soulless, heartless.
Still, the idea refused to be banished, especially when Acseh sat
across from her, seemingly unharmed. Martise stiffened. Looks were
often deceiving.

Acseh rose and left the table, only to return
with two cups of water poured from the same pitcher she’d used to
wet the cloth. “You won’t thirst here or hunger, but sometimes it’s
good to have a reminder.” She raised her cup in toast, and Martise
obliged by mimicking the gesture. “He called you ‘kashaptu.’
Witch.”

Martise sipped her water, surprised at its
fresh, sweet taste. “I’m neither witch nor mage.” Again, a
half-truth based on interpretation. She possessed a Gift; in the
eyes of Conclave, she was a mage, even if she was a failed
one.

“Nor are you nameless.” Acseh’s
knowing gaze told Martise she’d noticed the exchange of names had
been one-sided.

Martise returned the look. “No, but names have
power. I’ll answer to “witch” even if I’m not one.”

Acseh nodded and toasted a second time. “Fair
enough.” Her dark eyes shone with curiosity. “So there is still
magic in the world.”

Oh, if she only knew. Martise quelled her
chuckle. “Yes, probably more than anyone desires.” She paused. “Who
ruled your country before the saruum brought you to this
world?”

Acseh thought for a moment. “An obeth named
Anguis out of Clan Tuleo.”

Martise searched her memory of Conclave
records she’d both read and recorded. Her eyes widened and she
gasped. “You were there when Megiddo and the other saruui
buidu ravaged the earth.”

She might well have uttered that information
in Kros sailor slang if Acseh’s perplexed expression was anything
to judge by. “What are you talking about? And what is a
saruum?”

Martise hesitated. Acseh exhibited no fear of
their captor. She called him Megiddo. Just Megiddo. Not Megiddo
Saruum or King Megiddo. His otherness was obvious, but did Acseh
assume him to be something besides a demon? Something still not
human but not nearly so terrifying or lethal as one of the Wraith
Kings? And how could she not know of the devastation they wreaked
on the world? Or was she taken just before it happened?

So many questions with no answers. Yet.
Martise didn’t assume that Acseh’s loyalties lay elsewhere than
with Megiddo. She stepped carefully with her explanation.
“’Saruum’ is Makkadian and means ‘king.’ ‘Saruui’ is
more than one king. ‘Saruui Buidu’ means ‘Wraith Kings.’
They were demons and almost destroyed the world a long time ago.
Your time I think.”

Acseh shook her head, her features more
guarded than puzzled now. “I don’t know of any Wraith Kings.
Vigestri was at peace when I was taken. Though we heard rumors of a
strangeness in the north and east where the gray Elders lived.”
Sparks of unease ignited in her eyes. “Megiddo is just a monk. Or
was until he became trapped in the gray world.”

“A monk?” Martise gaped at her.
Her knowledge of demons and their behavior was far less than
Silhara’s, but she found it hard to reconcile the idea of one,
especially a demon king, claiming false identity as a lowly monk,
and to a harmless human woman no less.

Acseh’s voice echoed the uncertainty in her
eyes. “Yes. One of the Nazim. Do you know of them?” Martise shook
her head. “They’re a holy order devoted to Faltik the One. They act
as guardsmen and protectors to royal households.”

Conclave kept records of aristocratic
geneologies that stretched far back into time. Ancient holy orders
held no importance for them unless they possessed magic, and
Martise had never come across records that mentioned the Nazim or a
deity called Faltik the One. Megiddo probably lied about him being
one of those long-ago monks.

She didn’t argue Acseh’s assertion that
Megiddo was a Nazim. This woman was not an ally, and she had no
wish to make of her an adversary. The demon king was more than she
could handle at the moment as it was. She turned the conversation
to something safer. “How did this cottage come to be
here?”

Acseh’s gaze shuttered. She wasn’t fooled. “It
came with me. It belonged to our gamekeeper. I was hiding
inside—avoiding the attentions of a suitor at my sister’s
wedding—when Megiddo appeared. If only I’d known there was
something worse waiting for me in the cottage. When this gray—this
prison—pulled Megiddo back, it took everything. Him, me, the
building. It’s all I have as a reminder of my world.” The despair
in her voice was palpable. She plucked at the folds of her dress,
more finely made than anything Martise had ever owned. “I’ve worn
this same dress for a long time.”

Martise opened her mouth to offer sympathy and
screamed instead when Megiddo suddenly appeared next to her. She
almost fell off the bench.

“Getting acquainted?” he casually
asked, as if he’d just strolled through the door with a wave and a
pitcher of ale to share.

Acseh didn’t flinch, but she did glower. “Stop
it,” she said.

Her heart galloping hard enough to crack her
ribs, Martise gawked as the demon king respectfully bowed his head
at Acseh before turning to her. “My apologies for the
fright.”

Martise shifted as far to the bench’s edge as
she could, ignoring his widening grin. She met his gaze and tried
not to look away from the lightning-riddled eyes with their
steel-colored irises and reflective pupils. “I can’t help you,” she
said. “I won’t help you. You have no right to my world, not
after you and your kind tried to destroy it.”

“Megiddo, what does she mean?”
Acseh’s voice was soft, threaded with a rising fear.

The demon king’s brow knitted and his
shoulders slumped a little. Surely that wasn’t regret Martise just
witnessed? What demon ever experienced such an emotion?

She ceased to wonder when his back stiffened
and his stare turned as icy as his touch. “It’s my world too,” he
said in dead tones. His eyes narrowed. “What do you mean ‘tried to
destroy it?’ We gave up everything to save it.”

Ice water spilled down her spine, and the gut
instinct that she walked a blade’s edge between life and death
dried every drop of saliva in Martise’s mouth. She gripped her cup
until her fingers ached and cleared her throat several times before
she could speak. “What is written tells a different tale. Five
kings, demons all, who led legions of lesser fiends against me,
destroying everything in their path. Entire cities fell to ruin.
People, animals, land—everything laid waste.”

Megiddo reared back. “And yet you are here,
alive and well in a time beyond mine.”

There was no stopping now. If she refused to
say more, he’d force it out of her. “You—the kings—were defeated by
an alliance of kingdoms and your hordes driven back to the
Abyss.”

His eerie eyes gleamed white with lightning
and his upper lip curled into a sneer. “Is that so?” The table
vibrated under his drumming fingers. Dents in the wood marked where
his fingertips tapped. His gaze slid past Martise to an unseen
point beyond her shoulder. “We prevailed,” he said softly. “We
prevailed.”

Martise couldn’t help the fearful squeak that
escaped her lips when that bright gaze landed on her once more. His
voice, brittle and sharp, held the same despair she’d heard in
Acseh’s tones earlier. “For all that we suffered, this is how we’re
remembered?”

Suffered? What had they suffered? The kings
had wrought suffering on an apocalyptic scale. He made no
sense.

“You aren’t remembered,” she said
shortly. “None now speak of the Saruui Buidu. I know of you
from forgotten tomes stolen from an undead necromancer.”

Gooseflesh peppered her skin at his humorless
chuckle. “Fitting, I think, that those who led the dead should now
only be remembered by them.” He glanced at Acseh who’d risen from
the bench and crept along the wall toward the door, her features
drawn with horror. Megiddo’s eyes went as flat a gray as the
landscape outside, and his mouth turned down. “It’s pointless to
flee, Damkiana. You know this.”

Acseh halted but stayed plastered to the wall,
fingers laced so tightly together, her knuckles were bloodless. She
stared at the demon king, new revulsion in her gaze.

Martise’s own revulsion was no less than
Acseh’s despite the sudden doubt creeping into her thoughts. Doubt
in the tome’s accuracy; doubt in recorded memory. Demons were known
to be sophisticated and subtle liars. She had no trouble believing
Megiddo possessed the same skill, yet something in the way he
reacted to her revelation of history’s treatment of the kings made
her wonder.

“Even were I willing, I cannot
help you open the gate.” She wasn’t the catalyst that had anchored
him to the temple.

Before she could expound on her statement, he
lunged for her, gripped her shoulders and jerked her up from the
bench as he stood. Martise dangled midair, caught in a frigid,
unbreakable grip. Megiddo pushed his face close to hers until they
were nose to nose.

“Who says I need your willingness,
kashaptu?” Her stuttered plea for mercy evoked no sympathy
as he shook her hard enough to make her head snap back and forth.
“I will take what you refuse to offer.”

“Megiddo, stop! Please!” Acseh’s
voice sounded miles away in Martise’s ears as Megiddo threatened to
break loose everything in her skull.

He didn’t release her, but he did stop shaking
her. Martise tried to catch her breath even as her vision swam.
“Not me,” she wheezed. “The sword. The king is the
sword.”

Megiddo dropped her as if she’d suddenly
sprouted spikes from her shoulders. Martise struck the bench’s edge
as she fell. A shockwave of pain rolled across her shoulder blade
and back, and her right arm went numb. She scuttled away from the
king on her haunches and good arm, helped by Acseh who dragged her
back to a corner of the room.

The two women huddled together, staring at
Megiddo once more enrobed in the chimeric shadows with their
tortured faces. He hadn’t changed beyond the robes, but his
presence filled the cottage, swelling to enormous proportions, and
the structure’s wooden frame groaned and popped with the
strain.

“What do you know of the sword,
kashaptu?” His voice swallowed stars, a dry well into which
oceans had drained and left their dead rotting in the briny
mud.

Terror robbed Martise of speech. Acseh keened
softly in her ear, a wordless cant composed of every fear and
nightmare that had plagued mankind in the deep hours when darkness
was more than the absence of sunlight.

Megiddo strolled toward them, his pupils
preternaturally large and bottomless, his spectral face merciless.
“Answer me, kashaptu,” he commanded. “What do you know of
the sword?”

Acseh’s grip around her midriff threatened to
cut off her air, and Martise inhaled shallow breaths in an effort
to speak. “The king is the sword; the sword is the king. Yours is
buried beneath the temple. I’m not the anchor or the key. The blade
is. You shouldn’t have taken me. I can’t retrieve for you what
isn’t here. The gate is locked to all of us now.”

Her declaration accomplished one of two
things—guaranteed her own execution or bought her a chance at
returning home. If he believed her. Her gut churned, and in this
world with no sun and no heat or cold, terrified sweat beaded her
brow.

His expression didn’t change, but the robes
reacted. Writhing around his body in convulsive gyrations, they
twisted the faces in their depths into new, more warped visages.
Open mouths emitted screams no less horrific from sounding far-off
and faint.

“You made a mistake, Megiddo
Saruum,” she said softly.

He advanced on them, his demon-white face
blank and distant. Acseh whispered prayers into Martise’s hair.
“Holy mothers, I beg your mercy. Hear this handmaiden. Save us.
Save us.”

Something listened. And answered.

A lonely sigh echoed through the entire
cottage, fluttered Martise’s skirts and sank into her bones.
Megiddo’s eyes rounded. He spun on his heel, surveyed the room,
glanced at her and Acseh and disappeared.

The sense of space in the cottage grew once
more with the demon king’s absence. Acseh and Martise sat together
in the corner, each shivering in the other’s arms.

“What was that?” Acseh’s voice was
thick with tears.

Martise dared not hope too much but added her
prayers to Acseh’s. Silhara, she prayed. Let it be
Silhara. “I don’t know,” she said aloud. She escaped the other
woman’s embrace and helped her stand.

Acseh wiped her wet eyes with her sleeve and
swiped at her red-tipped nose. “He isn’t a monk.”

The urge to apologize hovered on Martise’s
lips. Apologize for destroying a merciful ignorance, no matter that
the truth would be revealed at some point. Still, she’d sensed
Acseh’s acceptance, if not affection, for Megiddo. From what
Martise could tell, it had made the woman’s imprisonment with him
bearable. Now there was fear and disgust, and soon hatred. “No,”
she said. “Nothing so simple or human as a monk.”

“Saruum Buidu.” Acseh
stumbled on the words.

Martise stared at the spot where her nemesis
had stood only a moment earlier. “Abomination.”

 



CHAPTER SEVEN

 


If the king was the sword and the sword the
king as the lich’s books stated, then Silhara had exactly what he
needed to grab a demon king by the bollocks and twist.

The blade hung at his hip, hidden by the folds
of his cloak. A light sword, well-balanced and designed for
speed-draw, it dragged at his belt, made cumbersome by the weight
of dark magic infused in the metal and his own wards that protected
him from its touch. His skin crawled any place the scabbard knocked
against his leg. He’d drop the thing into the nearest blacksmith’s
forge and toast its destruction with a cup of Dragon Piss were it
not useful for his own purposes. Given half the chance, he’d toss
Megiddo Anastas in there with it and toast a second
time.

The magic he used to iron-crow his way into
the demon’s prison had depleted some of his strength. The success
of his endeavor lay before him, a barren wasteland in all
directions. The only points of interest were a jagged line of
mountains on a far horizon and the sky above him, wreathed in
flashing images of people, places and events. They careened across
the celestial road in an ever-changing panorama—lives lived across
time and kingdoms, revealed yet unreachable.

His wife was trapped somewhere in this
gods-forsaken place, captive of an entity with the desire to break
free of its cage and a certainty she was the means to do so.
Silhara snarled and promptly gagged.

“Bursin’s armpit!” he said into
his sleeve as he covered his nose with his forearm. The reek of
this world overrode the copper smell of his own blood drying in his
nostrils. His eyes watered with true tears instead of blood, and
his stomach bounced under his ribs in warning. The taint of the
demon’s mark on Martise’s clothing had made his nose twitch but was
only a ghost of the odor saturating this air. It was as if an
entire world had dumped the rotting corpses of its dead here. The
bodies had turned to dust, but the smell remained.

He breathed cautiously through his mouth and
pivoted to better survey the landscape. The barrenness wasn’t as
strange as the lack of noise. Even the fetid wind was silent as it
whipped his cloak around his legs and his hair into his eyes. In
some ways, it reminded him of Corruption’s plane of existence with
its lifeless ocean and a beach made of burnt bone. That plane caged
an exiled god, this one an exiled king.

A spike of warning prickles shot down
Silhara’s back. This world might be mute and rank, but it wasn’t
blind. Something watched him, and the previously quiet sword began
to whisper and rattle in the scabbard.

He smiled grimly. “Sense your master nearby,
do you?” The hush deepened, reminding him of the stillness just
before a thunderstorm broke over Neith. “Come out, come out,
wherever you are,” he taunted in a soft voice.

He leapt back as the ground in front of him
erupted into a howling geyser of dirt. Soil and rock spewed upward
to coalesce into a floating miasma. It hovered there only a moment
before shifting shape into a javelin and hurtling toward him.
Silhara flung a spell back at the makeshift weapon where it
disintegrated into a harmless shower of dust.

He laughed aloud, his mirth devoid of any true
humor. “King Megiddo. Demon handler and dirt-mover. Hardly worthy
of the title ‘saruum.’”

The first attack had been a test, one to gauge
not only his fear or lack of it, but also his power. Silhara had
offered a hint but couldn’t do much else until his adversary chose
to confront him for a prolonged period. Mockery worked wonders in
making men react; demons were no exception.

A shrieking black whirlwind spiraled across
the empty plain towards him. The cacophony bludgeoned Silhara’s
bleeding ears. Screams of the dying, of the tortured and the
mutilated. He had witnessed plenty of suffering in his lifetime. He
was far less sensitive to it than Martise, but everything inside
him recoiled at the sounds emanating from the whirlwind.

He held his ground as the monstrous vortex
spun ever closer, revealing the outlines of racked limbs and
shadowy faces distorted in horror. The force of the wind lifted him
off his feet, and nebulous hands extended from the cloud to clutch
at his clothing, yank his hair and rake claws down his arms and
legs.

The spell he bellowed into the whirlwind
halted its spin abruptly. It collapsed like a spinning top
flattened by an impatient hand. Silhara dropped from his midair
tumble and landed on his feet with a quick stagger. He shoved his
wind-tangled hair away from his face and frowned.

This isn’t what he expected—minor spells of
wind and movement easily defeated or deflected by counter sorcery
mastered by a third-year Conclave student. Silhara had prepared to
engage in full-on warfare. So far, he hadn’t even broken a sweat.
He stayed on his guard. Demons were known to play with their
food.

He braced himself for a third confrontation
when the same black whirlwind gathered itself once more. Instead of
aiming for him in a straight line, it zigzagged over the terrain,
pausing at odd intervals to stir up dust in various spots. He
pivoted slowly, tracking its movements, curious. He rolled his eyes
once he realized what the vortex was doing.

Barrier circles made for handy self
protection. Silhara had used them on various occasions when he
worked dangerous magic. They made terrible cages for a mage with
any reasonable skill and power. He left the barrier alone for the
moment, puzzled as to why his adversary chose to construct it,
especially when its power barely registered to his senses. No more
than a fly’s buzz and even less annoying.

The whirlwind spun tighter and faster,
shrinking until it was no more than a thin black line that suddenly
blossomed into voluminous robes made of the same shadowy, agonized
faces and twisted limbs. The being who wore it possessed the visage
of a man, but a man who had lost his humanity to the darkest forces
and walked soulless among the living.

Silhara inclined his head in mock salute.
“Megiddo Anastas.”

“Who are you?”

The question surprised Silhara. He had
expected more guttural utterances, demonic gibberish and possibly a
lot of spitting. Instead, the Wraith King spoke a dialect of
Glimming and watched him with strange eyes—steely and reflective
like his sword’s blade, with the same blue lightning crackling in
their depths. His voice didn’t echo in this muffled world, but
Silhara sensed a vast abyss in the words, akin to Corruption’s
lifeless seas.

“It doesn’t matter who I am,” he
replied in the same tongue. “You’ve taken something of mine. I want
it back.”

Megiddo cocked his head, his steel-plate eyes
narrowed. “You have something of mine as well. You used it to open
the gate.”

Hardly, but the demon king didn’t need to know
that. Silhara smirked. “Shall we bargain?”

Diplomacy had never been his strongest virtue
but he was a decent negotiator. He never imagined the skills he
employed to sell his produce at Easter Prime’s markets would serve
him here, where he’d bargain with a Wraith King for his wife’s safe
return.

“Give me the sword and open the
gate. I’ll give you the kashaptu.” Megiddo’s grotesque robes
writhed around his body, their fluid faces snapping fanged teeth at
Silhara. The sword at Silhara’s hip tugged on his belt, straining
toward its master. Yearning.

Silhara snorted. He avoided using Martise’s
name and suspected the demon didn’t know it—yet. “Give me the
woman, and I’ll return the sword.”

As much as his gut clenched at the thought of
the sacrifice involved, there was no possible way he’d reopen the
portal into his world and let this loathsome thing through to wreak
havoc.

Megiddo’s features drew into even gaunter
lines. “Open it or I kill the woman,” he almost snarled.

Silhara snapped his fingers outward in a wide
palm stretch. Sparks sizzled off his fingertips. A dull clap of
thunder followed, and the barrier circle around him flashed twice
before crumbling. The sigils drawn in the dust by the whirlwind
scattered. “I’m no cull to fear threats from the rejected refuse of
a respectable midden. Kill her, and I’ll destroy the blade.” He
slapped the squirming blade at his hip, as much to subdue it as to
make his point.

Megiddo’s glance darted to where the sword
hung, hidden by Silhara’s cloak. “Unlike the kashaptu, I
won’t die.”

“But you will wither and spend
eternity here the shade of a shade.”

The words struck home. Megiddo’s eyes
lightened from polished steel to white-hot metal, blazing in his
equally pale face. Silhara watched, waited and pounced at the
demon’s first twitch of his shoulder.

“Hold!” he commanded, his hand
wrapped around the scabbard. Fire coursed through his arm, the
cold, unclean fire of both necromantic and goetic
sorcery.

Megiddo froze, wrenched to a shocked
standstill. His wide eyes lost their blaze, and the robes writhed
back on themselves, twisting and convulsing until they cocooned the
king in a tightly wrapped shroud. His body flickered and wavered,
like the illusionary waves on a near horizon that tricked a thirsty
traveler on a hot day. The demon opened his mouth to
speak.

Silhara slammed another spell into the
sheathed sword, smiling grimly as it screeched a thin protest. “Be
still, dog,” he commanded the bound Megiddo. “Be silent.” He’d
swear to any who asked that he heard the demon’s back teeth snap
together in an unwilling clench.

He strolled to where the Wraith King rocked
unsteadily on his feet. The robes squirmed, reaching for him.
Silhara’s lip curled. “Thought you’d nip off for a little murder to
force my hand, did you?” The mute demon’s wrathful gaze promised
retribution far more unpleasant than mere murder.

Silhara kicked the side of Megiddo’s knee,
sending him toppling into the dirt with a muffled thump. “Stay,” he
ordered.

He walked away from the prone king and turned
in a slow circle, allowing his senses to expand in the flat, muted
plane. The power he’d bled off from the spells protecting Neith’s
environs surged through him to swell his throat and fill his
mouth.

“Apprentice,” he said in a low
voice, and the gray world vibrated beneath his feet with the word’s
resonance. It swelled, spilling across the featureless plain in
invisible waves, carried to the distant fanged mountain peaks on a
sorcerous tide.

He listened, breath held in hopeful
anticipation, and closed his eyes on a sigh when a thin cry carried
back to him on the soundless wind. “Master.”

The spell he used to cast his voice captured
hers, spinning a delicate thread that bound her to him. He grasped
the line, recited another spell and left the Wraith King recumbent
in the dirt.

 



CHAPTER EIGHT

 


The spell known as Half-Death had earned its
name in more ways than one. Conclave considered it an outlawed
incantation, its use punishable by imprisonment as well as various
painful incentives designed to convince the offending mage not to
try it again.

A spell which could transport its user from
one place to another in an instant exacted its own heavy toll.
Silhara nearly killed himself employing it as a way for him and
Martise to escape a lich. Three rapid-fire transports of two people
together and he’d been reduced to a senseless bloodied
heap.

This time he suffered no damage from the
spell. The gray plane in which he traveled didn’t resist his
manipulations as hard or drain his power as much as the living
world did. The most he suffered was a popping in his ears and the
welcome impact of his wife’s body as she threw herself at him with
a glad cry.

“Sil...Master!”

Martise’s arms wrapped around his neck, nearly
strangling him in her enthusiasm. He lifted her off her feet,
trying to not shake with relief at having her in his arms once
more, safe and sound. He pressed his face into the spot where her
shoulder curved into her neck and breathed. The putrid reek
permeated everything in this gods forsaken place, but Silhara
fancied he still smelled the hint of orange flower on her skin and
the soap she and Gurn used to launder the blankets.

He wanted to hold her like this for hours, an
indulgence that would have to wait until after they escaped.
Martise must have thought the same thing because she ended their
embrace and stepped back to stare at him with a critical
eye.

“Blood all over you. You faced
Megiddo.”

“I did, but this is from spellwork
getting here. I’ve leashed your king for a moment, but it won’t
last.”

She winced and caressed his arm with her
fingertips. Her hair was a tangled mess, and fatigue painted
lavender shadows under her eyes. She’d obviously dressed under
enchantment and without benefit of a light. Her skirts were inside
out, and she had donned one of his shirts instead of hers. It fell
almost to her knees, and the sleeves were rolled to her elbows. No
woman ever born was more beautiful.

So focused on tracking his wife through
incantation and so relieved at finding her, he barely registered
the structure at his back, incongruous as it squatted on the
featureless landscape beneath the ever-changing sky. The cottage
door hung open, and he tensed at the sight of a hazy shape hovering
just inside the doorway. It stepped onto the threshold, revealing a
wide-eyed woman of regal bearing, garbed in fine
clothing.

“Who the hell are you?” he
practically snarled at her and smirked when she jumped and
retreated into the cottage.

“Peace, Acseh. He’s a friend,”
Martise called to her in Glimming. Silhara scowled at her.
“My friend,” she corrected. “There’s no need to
hide.”

He refused to second that notion. Nothing and
no one here was safe from him except the wife he’d cracked open a
demon’s cage to retrieve. He watched, narrow-eyed, as the woman
Martise called Acseh ventured out of the cottage, keeping a wide
distance between herself and him as she came to stand to one side
of Martise.

“Why is there a house in the
middle of a demon’s world?” he asked in the language he and Martise
shared in their world.

She answered him in the same tongue with a
faint smile. “That’s a story in itself and one we don’t have time
for now. Acseh is human, a prisoner here. From Megiddo’s age I
think.” Her voice softened so only he could hear. “He calls her
Damkiana. It’s Makkadian for ‘mistress of earth and heaven.’ It’s
the name of a Makkadian goddess, sacred to witches.”

Silhara’s eyebrows rose as he stared at Acseh
who stared back for a moment before her gaze slid away from his.
“Is that so?” Martise’s nod and intent expression revealed her
thoughts matched his. Demons using affectionate terms—this place
grew stranger every second.

Martise continued. “She doesn’t know the
meaning of the name. The king won’t tell her, and neither have I as
of yet.”

Silhara scrutinized Acseh before crooking a
finger at her. “Come closer.” He rolled his eyes when she shook her
head and took two steps back. “Fine,” he said. “I can do this as
easily with you standing there.”

Both women gasped when he hurled a
walnut-sized ball of red light at Acseh. She tried to leap away but
was held fast by Silhara’s sorcery. The small light swelled to
enclose her in a crimson cocoon that pulsed and hummed.

Acseh’s eyes were the size of saucers, and she
swatted at the light, arms flailing as she sought to brush it off
her skirts.

He half expected a protest from Martise, but
she stood quietly next to him. Sympathy clouded her expression, but
she said nothing, allowing the spell that sought out demonic
possession do its work.

The light faded and disappeared, leaving Acseh
shaking and teary-eyed. Martise didn’t approach her, but she
offered an apology in Glimming. “I’m sorry, Acseh,” she said. “I
want to believe you are as much an unlucky human as I am, but I
don’t know you. That spell verifies you’re no demon or host to
one.”

“It doesn’t mean you can trust
her,” Silhara said. He wasn’t in the least apologetic for using the
spell on an unwilling target.

Martise sighed. “I know.” She glanced down,
and it was her turn to startle. “The books were right. You found
the sword.” She stretched out a hand, not quite touching the
scabbard where it rested at Silhara hip, partially hidden by his
cloak. “It feels...”

“Foul,” he finished for her. He’d
grown more used to the skin-crawling sensation that danced up and
down his leg, but if he didn’t need the blade to control the demon
while they lingered here, he’d gladly unhook it from his belt, snap
the thing in half and toss the pieces in the dirt.

Martise didn’t withdraw her hand, and her brow
furrowed. “It is foul, but something else as well.”

He shrugged. “Whatever it is, it’s bought us a
little time. Not much though. Are you ready?”

She nodded. “Since I got here. What’s your
tether to our world? What’s mine?”

“I splattered enough blood on the
temple steps to harness a team of horses.” He traced the deepening
lines in her forehead with his fingertip. “You know the price of
difficult rituals, apprentice.”

Her frown became a full scowl. “I don’t have
to like it. You’ve shed so much of your own blood for your magic,
it’s a wonder you aren’t bled dry by now.”

He didn’t argue her point. He’d bled plenty
during invocations and considered the price worth it. He was
blessed with an extraordinarily powerful Gift and the skills to use
it to his maximum benefit. If it meant spilling some of his own
blood to exercise that power, so be it.

He was much more reluctant to spill Martise’s.
“Your spirit necklace is hidden beneath a pile of stones near the
temple. If that and my magic don’t anchor you to our world, nothing
will.”

“Please. Don’t leave me
here.”

Silhara and Martise both turned at Acseh’s
plea. His brows snapped together. “You speak our language?” His
question, in Glimming, was a whip’s kiss, and Acseh
flinched.

She shook her head. “I don’t need to. You talk
with your faces and bodies as well. It’s easy enough to know of
what you speak.”

Martise tugged on his sleeve. “We can’t, in
good conscience, abandon her to this fate.”

“Yes we can.” He took a breath to
argue more when a blot of darkness appeared before him. Hands with
an iron grip lifted him off his feet and hurled him backwards
through the cottage doorway. His spine shuddered, and black stars
exploded across his vision as he slammed back against a wall of
rock. Martise’s screams were distant in his ears as he fell and
rolled.

He barely regained his feet before he was
thrown once more, punched sideways into a trestle table that tipped
and fell half on him, pinning him between it and the opposite wall.
A sharp pain throbbed in his left side, and his sight blurred. He
clawed for the sheathed sword trapped beneath him.

“Touch it, and I’ll snap her
neck.”

Silhara froze at Megiddo’s command. The demon
stood a few steps away, pale and black and malevolent. Martise
stood in front of him, her eyes wide and nostrils flared. Megiddo’s
hand curved under her chin toward the side of her jaw. His other
arm wrapped around her waist, holding her close. His faint smile
might have frosted windows from the inside were he in the living
world.

“Speak or reach for the sword, and
there will be no saving her, even if you manage to return to your
home. Broken and disfigured here. Dead there. How much are you
willing to sacrifice, sorcerer, so that I may act your
puppet?”

Silhara wanted nothing more than to spit his
adversary on the demon blade and roast him over an open fire, but
he held his tongue. He stared into Martise’s eyes, trying with only
a gaze to reassure her. Her terror was palpable in the room—to him,
to Megiddo and to Acseh who stood near the door, ashen and
still.

Megiddo gestured to him with a thrust of his
chin. “Take off your belt and toss it toward me.”

That was easier said than done with him half
pinned by the overturned table. Silhara did as instructed, careful
to always keep his hands in sight. After much squirming and
sweating, he managed to free the belt from the twisted fabric of
his cloak and threw the sheathed sword over the table where it
landed closer to Acseh than to Megiddo.

The Wraith King shook his head. “Difficult to
the last.” The tone of his voice shifted, softened, and he
addressed Acseh without taking his eyes off Silhara. “Damkiana,
kick the sword to me. Don’t touch it with your hands.”

Acseh hesitated for a moment, gaze darting
back and forth between Megiddo and Silhara before she did as the
king commanded and pushed the glowing scabbard across the floor
with her foot. It spun until he stopped its spin with the toe of
his boot.

Heedless of the fact she was embraced by a
demon and enrobed by cursed shadows and damned souls, Martise did
her best to climb up her captor and away from the sword where it
lay near her feet.

Her struggles didn’t faze him. Megiddo neatly
flipped the scabbard into the air with his foot and caught it with
the hand previously resting at Martise’s waist. The hand at her
vulnerable neck never moved.

Lightning slithered up his forearm and
disappeared into the shadow robes. Silhara watched, puzzled, as the
faces swirling in its mist faded. Even more unsettling was the
minute change that overtook the king. Had he any doubt about
Megiddo’s corporeality, being physically thrown into a wall had
squelched that notion. But the Wraith King looked more
solid, more...complete, as if the connection with the sword added
layers to him that weren’t there before.

The king is the sword; the sword
is the king.

Megiddo’s slight smile returned. “You are
indeed powerful, mage. No barrier ward I ever heard of withstood
this blade’s effects. We could have used a necromancer like you in
the beginning.”

Silhara bit back a scathing remark, bound to
silence by Megiddo’s threat against Martise. Beginning of what? The
annihilation of a world by demon hordes? Even if he were a
necromancer and lived then, he’d be quick to tell the Wraith Kings
and their ilk exactly what they could do with their demand for his
help. Besides, those who dealt with the dead rarely consorted with
the damned. Far too unpredictable and savage.

Megiddo uttered something in a guttural
language that made the hairs on Silhara’s arms rise and plummeted
the temperature in the cottage. The blade slid out of the scabbard
by itself and hovered mid air at Megiddo’s forearm. The sharp
lightning blue radiance crackling down the steel cast Martise’s
drawn features in high relief. The king dropped the scabbard and
grasped the sword hilt.

For a split second, his gaze flickered away
from Silhara to the sword, and his hand relaxed against Martise’s
jaw. It was the opportunity Silhara had waited for. The command not
to speak had little bearing on a man whose voice had long ago been
ruined by a strangulation attempt. Spells worked in any language,
even those of hands as well as the mouth.

He sketched a quick symbol, and Acseh screamed
as an invisible force slung her at Megiddo and the sword’s lethal
edge. The demon’s eyes widened. He was fast, inhumanly so, just as
Silhara hoped. Megiddo shoved Martise from him and spun so that he
caught Acseh with his free hand and yanked the blade away before it
sliced into her.

Silhara fired off another spell. The table
holding him down shot across the room, a moving barricade that
slammed the demon against the wall behind him. The mage rolled to
his feet and grabbed Martise’s hand, using the precious moments in
which Megiddo was busy juggling a sword, a woman and a crushing
table, to dart out the cottage door.

He shoved Martise through first and nearly
choked on his own cloak when something grabbed hold and wrenched
him back into the cottage.

Rage cast a red haze over his vision. Gods
damn it! He’d had more than enough of this bastard!

He fired spell after spell against the demon
king, turning the cottage’s interior into a shambles of shattered
furniture and cracked walls. The sagging roof groaned and
threatened to cave in on them. Silhara sought the one weak spot
besides the sword, but Megiddo shielded Acseh, absorbing every
shockwave of battle magic Silhara threw at him until his coiling
hair literally smoked, his robes screamed in agony and his face
bore the black grooves of scorch marks in the marble
skin.

Silhara advanced on him, casually hurling
spells. He heard bones crack and saw Megiddo flinch, but the demon
remained standing, sword held at his side, Acseh crouched behind
him, arms covering her head.

“You can throw spells into
eternity, mage, but you will not leave here until you open the gate
for me,” Megiddo said.

“Then you and I will dance this
dance forever, demon spawn.” Silhara lowered his stance and lunged
for Acseh.

The tell-tale crackle of the sword hummed by
his ear. He jerked back, caught Megiddo’s wrist and crushed the
tendons on the underside. Megiddo’s palm opened and the sword,
still bound by the barrier wards, fell into Silhara’s
hand.

Too easy, he thought. Far too easy. But his
suspicions didn’t stop him. He turned the sword and drove it into
Megiddo’s chest, just below the breastbone. The blade sank deep,
through clothing, skin, muscle and organs and out Megiddo’s back.
He staggered, stumbled over a wailing Acseh and fell against the
wall. The sword tip raked down the plaster, sending snow drifts of
powder over the demon’s robes.

He gasped a few short breaths, and his icy
hand closed over Silhara’s where he still gripped the hilt. Silhara
twisted the blade and was rewarded with another gasp. “Stings,
doesn’t it, demon?”

Acseh crawled away from them until she climbed
to her feet and flew out the door. Megiddo watched her escape
before turning his metallic gaze to Silhara with a gleam of
satisfaction. He grinned, a death’s head smile of clenched teeth
and black amusement. “I am no demon,” he said in a wheezing
voice.

Another twist; another pained gasp. “Why
should I believe you?”

This time Megiddo’s smile was triumphant. The
hand covering Silhara’s lifted, fingers spread. “Because it’s
true.” Before Silhara could pull away, the demon’s index finger
touched his forehead.

And the Master of Crows awakened to
hell.

 



CHAPTER NINE

 


“My gods, what have you done to
him?” Martise stared at the wreckage that was once a tidy cottage
before vaulting over a broken bench and a heap of pots netted
together in a snarl of clothesline.

Silhara crouched with his back to her,
unmoving. The demon king slumped in front of him, impaled by his
own sword. His macabre robes squirmed across his body, twitching
each time a shard of lightning crackled down the blade and lit his
insides like some grotesque festival lamp.

Megiddo lifted his head at her shout. “Don’t
touch him,” he said in a thick voice and promptly spat a gobbet of
black blood onto the floor.

For some reason Martise couldn’t fathom, she
obeyed and skirted around Silhara’s still form to see his face. Her
heartbeat stopped and restarted at the speed of a runaway horse.
Except for several nasty bruises and the streamers of dried blood
from his use of the black arcana to get here, he seemed unharmed.
No fresh blood or broken limbs, but he was like a corpse in rigor,
eyes wide and staring into some unfathomable vastness. His lips
moved, shaping soundless words. he remained unresponsive when
Martise called his name several times, first in gentle question and
finally in resounding demand.

“What did you do?” she repeated in
quieter, despairing tones.

Megiddo inhaled deeply, grasped the hilt and
pulled the sword out in slow measures. Martise felt the blood drain
from her face and a warning buzz start in her ears. The blade,
driven clean through the demon’s body, glistened with blood that
faded as soon as it hit the light. Megiddo groaned in agony but
continued until the sword no longer impaled him. The unliving robes
parted, and where there should have been a wound, only a long tear
in his tunic shown, surrounded by a dark stain. A human might not
heal here, but a demon did.

Martise stood her ground, unwilling to leave
Silhara’s side, when Megiddo gained his feet, sword still clutched
in his hand. He stared at Silhara in silence for long moments and
then at Martise. “I believe you, kashaptu,” he said. “It was
his power, not yours, that awakened the sword and cracked open the
gate.”

She didn’t correct him. Besides, her
recalcitrant Gift might as well not even exist for all the help it
had given her through this ordeal. She gazed at Silhara and didn’t
squelch the whimper that escaped her lips.

“I gave him memory,” the demon
said. “My memory. My story.” He stepped over scattered bits of
plaster and lath, and skirted the remains of a bench with a broken
washboard perched atop it to retrieve the sword’s scabbard. “When
he revives, tell him to call my name. I will come.”

This time he chose to walk out the door
instead of disappear from sight in an eye’s blink. Martise promptly
forgot him and turned her attention to Silhara. He hadn’t moved,
not a muscle, except for his mouth which continued to recite silent
words.

“Is he gone?” Acseh spoke from the
doorway.

Martise didn’t bother to turn. The woman had
fled past her into the gray distance, features twisted in terror.
Martise had been too focused on reaching Silhara to stop her or
even to care. “He just walked out,” she answered. “Did you not see
him?” It didn’t surprise her if Megiddo had strolled by Acseh,
soundless and invisible.

The woman remained at the doorway, unwilling
to venture farther inside. “Your mage tried to kill me.”

Knowing Silhara and how he viewed a battle,
she didn’t doubt it. In his mind, one fought to win by whatever
means necessary, and he’d quickly figured out that Acseh was
Megiddo’s weakness, just as she was Silhara’s.

Martise slowly circled him. “Come back to me,
love,” she whispered. “Tell me what you see.” A more desperate,
fearful plea echoed in her mind. Please, gods, please, please,
please come back to me.

She glanced at Acseh. “I doubt he’s any threat
to you now.”

He made a liar out of her as soon as she spoke
the words. Her skirt hem brushed his hip. Silhara erupted from his
frozen stillness with a bellow that challenged a thunderclap and a
swinging fist that would have taken Martise’s head off her
shoulders if she hadn’t ducked at the last minute. Acseh screamed
and bolted a second time.

Martise shouted his name, forgetting the
danger of revealing his name on the gray plane. He ignored her,
clawing at his cloak, hair, his skin, until he’d gouged scratches
into his arms that welled with blood. A chaotic mix of languages
spilled from his mouth—bits and pieces of spells that set a broken
chair on fire and sent the ceramic water pitcher smashing against
an opposite wall.

The pitch of his voice rose, beyond the raspy
timbre created by a damaged throat, to a high inhuman scream of
unimaginable suffering. His body contorted, and he staggered across
the room in a violent paroxysm of flailing arms and agonized
cries.

Pots, broken shards of pitcher, clothesline
and bits of furniture swirled upward, spinning around the room with
Silhara in the center of its vortex. Martise dove behind the
upended table to keep from being skewered by a pair of flensing
knives and bludgeoned by an iron skillet. The knives buried
themselves in the wall above her head while the skillet smashed
into a cupboard before falling to the floor by her hip.

The spinning column collapsed with the end of
whatever incantation Silhara uttered. His screams had changed to
pitiful moans, and his back arched, as if someone had taken a
bullwhip to him. He careened into the table where Martise had taken
shelter, sick with horror. This had to stop. No waiting for him to
“revive” as Megiddo so gently and so mendaciously
described.

No amount of coaxing or talking would end this
torture, and she had no magic that might subdue him. She wrapped
her hand around the skillet’s handle. Silhara’s voice rose in pitch
again, signaling a crest of whatever torture ripped his mind to
shreds. A gout of flame burst across one wall and spilled down
another. Martise rose to her feet and crept closer. Silhara spun,
and she struck.

The skillet gave a dull thrung when it
connected with the side of Silhara’s skull. The screaming stopped
abruptly, and he dropped like a sack of oranges fallen from a cart.
Martise dropped the pan, fingers still stinging from the resonate
vibrations that jittered from her hand to her shoulder when she hit
him.

Smoke filled the room. Above her, the ceiling
groaned a warning just as one of the supporting joists cracked.
Perfect. They’d survived a demon’s machinations only to be killed
by a collapsing roof.

She slid her hands under Silhara’s arms and
dragged him toward the door, uttering a stream of curses that would
have made him applaud if he’d been conscious. The curses changed to
coughs as smoke filled her lungs and obscured the cottage’s
interior. She aimed for the gray light of the open door, barely
visible in the haze of smoke. Silhara was a slender, muscular man
without a speck of extra padding on him, but he was dead weight
unconscious and harder to drag than an anvil through
mud.

Her shoulders clenched in protest, and sweat
soaked the shirt she wore, as much from the exertion of dragging
her husband through the door as from the heat of the fire. The
fetid air smelled almost sweet when she finally got them both to
safety and just in time.

A final booming crack, and the cottage roof
collapsed in a giant cloud of dust and smoke, smothering the flames
inside. The flattened structure revealed Acseh standing in the
distance, staring at the ruins. She rubbed her eyes as if
disbelieving of what she saw.

Shrouded in a fine coating of dirt, Martise
dropped to her backside next to her prone husband and exhaled a
long sigh. She lowered her hand so that it hovered just above his
nose and mouth. His breath tickled her palm, and she breathed
another relieved sigh, this one accompanied by tears.

Her blow hadn’t killed him even if whatever
Megiddo had done to him almost did. She’d take the image of the
powerful Master of Crows reduced to a screaming, thrashing cipher
to her death, certain neither old age nor mind sickness would
lessen its clarity. She’d never made the mistake of assuming him
invincible. Their battle with the lich years earlier had confirmed
that, but a man who could defeat a god seemed invulnerable in many
ways. A demon king had shown her otherwise, and she’d hate him
beyond immortality for it.

She jumped when Silhara groaned and reached up
to gingerly touch the side of his head. “What is wrong with you?”
he said in a voice so scratchy he was almost incoherent. “First you
try to emasculate me by kicking my balls into my throat and then
you bash my head in.”

Martise’s dry chuckle turned to outright
laughter mixed with tears. He’d come back to her—beaten, bloody,
exasperated and snappish. Very much the man she loved with all her
heart.

She stroked his hair away from his face and
temples, careful to avoid the swelling knot where the skillet had
kissed him. “You’re a filthy mess,” she told him. He frowned at
her, and somewhere in that black, black gaze, Martise saw a glimmer
of something that made her shiver—horror. He blinked and it was
gone, and a part of her hoped she imagined it.

“And you’re beautiful,” he
replied. “Dirt suits you. So does my shirt.” He sat up with her
help and felt the spot where she struck him. “Ouch! Did you have to
hit me that hard?” His scowl faded when he caught sight of the
cottage. “You knocked the house down too?”

She grasped his hand, laced her fingers
through his and kissed his dusty knuckles. “You and Megiddo did
that.” She saw it again, that flicker of aversion she’d never seen
before Megiddo’s enchantment. “What did he do to you, husband? I
found you entranced, completely unaware of your surroundings. When
I touched you, you went mad.”

Silhara’s harsh features grew even harsher,
colder. He stared at the deep scratches he’d inflicted on his arms
and felt the ones on his neck. “There is memory, and there is
nightmare,” he said hoarsely. “Did I hurt you?” She shook her head,
and his shoulders slumped a little before stiffening once more.
“Did he say anything to you?”

She shrugged, desperate to banish that strange
look in his eyes but unable to figure out how, especially when he
was as cryptic as he was now. “Only that he gave you his story, and
when you revived to call his name. He’d come to you.” She clutched
his hand. “Silhara, you can’t battle him yet. Whatever he did
surely weakened you. Maybe enough so that we can’t escape here
yet.”

He stood and lifted her with him until she
rested in the circle of his arms. His beautiful hair was as matted
and dirt-encrusted as hers was now. Never before had she wanted so
badly to be in their bed at this moment with her sitting
cross-legged behind him, combing out his long locks. If they made
it back—when they made it back—she planned to spend hours doing
just that and thanking kind gods for the chance to indulge in so
simple and so fine a thing.

Silhara brushed his thumb across her
cheekbone, and his lips tilted upward a little. “Smears over
smears. Somewhere under all that grit is skin I plan to taste when
we return home.”

“Promises, promises,” she teased.
She liked that he was as certain of their return as she was. Like
her, he didn’t allow himself the defeat of a “no” or even a
“maybe.”

He gently patted her tangled hair. “I won’t
need to fight him. Not anymore. Not with what I know.”

“What do you know?” Martise
frowned. He’d retreated back to cryptic remarks. She regretted her
question when his face paled.

“That cruelty is immeasurable.” He
said it in almost the same hollow voice Megiddo possessed, and
Martise recoiled in his arms. Silhara patted her back to reassure
her. “He said I only need to call his name?” She nodded.

He released her and stepped to one side.
“Megiddo,” he said in a low voice.

Martise almost leapt out of her skin when the
demon spoke behind her. “I am here.”

Silhara slowly turned to face Megiddo. The two
eyed each other in silence, neither moving. Martise’s mouth fell
open when her husband suddenly inclined his head in a gesture of
sincere respect. “Megiddo Saruum,” he said in his ruined voice. “I
am Silhara of Neith, Master of Crows.”

She uttered a strangled gasp, too stunned to
form sounds into words. Less than an hour earlier, they’d
threatened to kill each other and the women trapped with them. Now,
her husband not only greeted the demon with a deference he didn’t
bother to show gods by calling him King Megiddo, but voluntarily
offered up his own name. Her earlier question bore even more
significance.

What do you know?

Megiddo returned the gesture and added a
salute, shocking Martise into further speechlessness. “You’re a
worthy adversary. As I said earlier, my brothers and I could have
used your help. Will you help me now?” His glaze slid to Acseh who
refused to draw closer. “Help us?”

Martise put her back to the demon king and
stared hard at Silhara. “What is going on?” she demanded in a
furious whisper.

He gazed at her. “The accounts are wrong. All
of them. He was a man once, never a demon; only one who fought
them. A brother in arms to four others. The historians lied about
them, made demons of men who sacrificed themselves for the
unknowing, the uncaring, and the ungrateful.”

She gawked at him. “Are you sure?”

Silhara nodded. “We trust the tomes too much
sometimes. Remember Zafira’s story? Amunsa almost destroyed the
northern monarchs because of Berdikhan’s betrayal, but their
historians told a different tale.”

“But you controlled him with the
sword.”

“That’s because it’s ensorcelled
with necromantic magic stained by demon blood. I thought the
greater magic was goetic, but it’s necromantic.”

She glanced over her shoulder at the silent
Wraith King. “He’s dead?”

Silhara followed her gaze. “It would be a
mercy if he was. He’s only partially alive. A man split three ways
with one part still lost.” He turned Martise back to face him. “Do
you trust me?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Always.”

He snorted at that. “You know that isn’t
true.”

Martise arched an eyebrow at him, thrilled to
see him more and more himself after the awful moments inside the
cottage. “I trust you when it counts most.”

He kissed her forehead and blew away the layer
of grit coating his lips. “A bath for us both when we return
home.”

She clasped her hands behind her back to keep
from clutching him and stopping him from drawing close to Megiddo.
Silhara’s magic was formidable, and he could easily defend himself,
but Megiddo’s sword was far more lethal than just a sharp edge
wielded by a skilled fighter.

Silhara pointed to Acseh who’d approached
cautiously, wary as a deer and ready to flee at the slightest
twitch. “Call your woman here.”

“She isn’t mine.” Martise’s
eyebrows rose at the hint of longing in Megiddo’s voice. Mistress
of earth and heaven indeed. “And she fears me now.”

“Not nearly as much as she fears
me. Summon her. She needs to hear this.”

Acseh refused at first, backing away and
shaking her head. Impatient with her antics, Silhara invoked a
spell that sent his rough voice booming across the gray flatlands.
“Do you want to leave here or not?”

Martise hid her smile behind her hand when
Acseh suddenly sprinted toward them, stopping just short of their
gathering to hover behind the Wraith King. Her husband’s methods
weren’t always subtle, but they were effective.

“Kind of you to finally join us,
mistress,” Silhara snapped.

“Kind of you not to try and kill
me, sorcerer,” Acseh shot back.

He grinned. “Not from lack of trying. Thank
your protector there.” He indicated Megiddo with a thrust of his
chin.

Both he and Martise watched as Acseh edged a
little closer to Megiddo, out of reach of the writhing robes but
close enough to demonstrate her willingness to be near him, wary
and guarded though she remained.

Silhara answered Megiddo’s earlier question.
“I can cross you both to our time.” He held up a hand at Acseh’s
sharp inhalation and turned all his attention to Megiddo. “You need
to consider this. If you end up in my time, there’s no guarantee
either of us will ever find your body.”

“Find his body?” both Martise and
Acseh said in unison.

Silhara ignored them and continued. “Even if
we did, the magic used to construct or deconstruct a Wraith King is
Elder magic, unknown to us and inaccessible. You would live among
us as a shade, a cursed one. Sorcery in my time is plentiful, and
its adepts are powerful. If they learn of you, they won’t help you;
they’ll hunt you.”

Silence descended on their small gathering for
several moments before Megiddo spoke. “Can you send us back to our
times?”

Silhara shrugged. “I don’t know.” He looked to
Acseh. “Did you leave anything of yours behind in the place where
you were taken?”

She shook her head. “No. Nothing. I was in the
cottage when the gray plane claimed me.” She swung an arm to
encompass the flattened cottage’s smoking carcass behind
her.

The memory of history classes she’d taken at
Conclave Redoubt surfaced in Martise’s mind. She tugged on
Silhara’s sleeve. “The people of the Glimmer lands buried prayer
bowls at the four corners of a newly built house to ward off
unclean spirits. Sometimes they were buried in the ground beneath
the house.”

“Sometimes plastered into the
walls,” he finished for her. “Sometimes both.”

She nodded. “The four bowls are connected to
each other. All we need is one in the wall, and she has her
tether.”

Neither Acseh nor Megiddo followed as Silhara
and Martise scouted the perimeter of the cottage’s remains.
Silhara’s triumphant shout sounded dull in the heavy air as he bent
over something in the rubble. “Glimming woman,” he said to Acseh.
“Your bad fortune has just turned.”

Martise joined him and spotted half of a
broken clay bowl, its curved interior etched deep with protective
runes dyed black with char. It was the only one they found in the
remains, and she prayed that meant the other three were buried in
the ground where the house once stood. If so, then Silhara might be
able to return the woman to her time.

Acseh’s hands curled into fists when Silhara
gave her the news in Glimming. “Are you certain?” she asked in a
warbling voice.

He shook his head. “No. I can’t guarantee the
exact moment you were taken, but maybe within a short frame of
years. You’ll return to where the cottage once stood, but bear in
mind, there’s a chance I send you into a time frame where something
else stands where the cottage was.” He peered into her eyes. “Do
you understand the risk that involves?”

She was silent for a long time. Martise didn’t
blame her in the least if she chose the safer route and returned
with them to Neith. Acseh nodded. “I understand.” She gave a
fleeting smile. “It’s very much worth the risk.”

“Can I return with her?” The demon
king gazed at Acseh, his spectral gaze revealing nothing of his
thoughts.

His expressionless features didn’t alter at
Silhara’s reply. “No. She is bound to one time and one time only,
an anchor in her own right because she lives and breathes and is
whole. You on the other hand are incomplete, your body in one
place, your soul in another, your sword in a third until now. It
would be like casting a handful of dust into the wind and hoping it
all ends up in the same heap on the same shore. A cart full of
prayer bowls won’t tether you.”

“Then I am trapped.” Martise
winced at the faint thread of dying hope in Megiddo’s
voice.

“Maybe not.” Silhara turned his
attention back to Acseh who sidled closer to the Wraith King. “If
you trust this woman, give her the sword. I’ll ward it for her
protection. My apprentice tells me she is from your time, give or
take a decade or two. I can send her back. If she owes you a favor,
now’s the time to claim it. She can take the sword and find an
Elder mage skilled in their magic who can reunite the three beings
that are Megiddo Saruum so they become simply Megiddo.”

Megiddo’s rigid mouth relaxed into a faint
smile, and his metallic eyes took on a faraway look. “I was a monk
once.”

Martise flinched. That was the wrong thing to
say. Or so she thought.

Silhara only nodded. “I know.” He addressed
Acseh. “What say you? The quest I just described is a voluntary
one. You can accept it or lie and accept it. There is nothing to
stop you from throwing the blade into the nearest river and living
the life you were robbed of when Megiddo brought you here. His debt
to you is his trust and all the risk it entails.”

Acseh stared at him for a moment, then at
Martise and finally at Megiddo. There was no mistaking the
softening of her features when she looked upon his visage, ghastly
pale and barely human. “I hated you the first few centuries I was
trapped here.”

He chuckled softly. “In your place, I’d hate
me as well, Damkiana. I think it a greater tragedy that I captured
you by accident instead of by purpose.”

“I don’t hate you anymore, and I’m
glad you aren’t a demon.” Acseh smiled and turned back to Silhara.
“I’ll take the sword, find one of the Elder mages and do what I can
to make him whole once more.”

Martise resisted the urge to applaud. She
believed Acseh to be sincere and admired her courage in promising
to help Megiddo. Hers would be a long and difficult road with no
promises of a successful end. Her family might eventually bury her
with Megiddo’s sword clutched in her withered hands, all hope of
him escaping the gray plane dead with her.

Silhara’s black eyes glittered, admiration in
his gaze for the woman’s resolute agreement. “And you, Saruum
Buidu, are you in accord?”

Megiddo sighed and shrugged. “I’ve waited this
long. What’s a few more decades?” He tossed the sheathed sword to
Silhara who caught it neatly. “My thanks, Silhara of Neith.” He
bowed to Acseh. “Good fortune favor you, Damkiana. Do not forget
me.” He faded before their eyes, man turned to mist swiftly
shredded by the ceaseless, silent wind. A whisper of his voice
remained. “I won’t forget you.”

Acseh raised a hand to clutch empty air.
“Wait,” she entreated, her dark eyes glossy with tears.
“Wait.”

Martise swallowed down her own knot of tears.
She coughed and cleared her throat. “Would you like to know what
‘Damkiana’ means now?”

The other woman wiped her eyes and nodded.
“You know what it is?”

“Yes. It means ‘mistress of earth
and heaven.’ It’s a term of great affection given to mothers,
beloved wives and goddesses.”

Martise regretted telling her when Acseh began
to weep in earnest. She exhaled an indignant huff when Silhara
leaned to whisper in her ear “Nice helping of guilt you layered on
there to make sure she keeps her promise to him.”

“That isn’t why I told her,” she
whispered furiously and slapped him on the arm.

He shrugged. “Accomplishes the same purpose.”
He held up the sword and scabbard. “Let’s get this thing warded for
the mistress of clouds and grass and send her on her way. I want to
go home, boil myself in a tub of hot water, have my wife comb my
hair and swive her for hours when she’s done.”

Martise gave him a gimlet stare. “How about
you comb my hair, and I swive you for hours when you’re
done?”

Silhara grinned. “I like the way you think,
apprentice. There is no loser on your battlefield. Only a crow mage
in your bed.”

“May it always be,” she said
fervently and trekked to where a weeping Acseh grieved for a lost
soul.

 



EPILOGUE

 


A solitary crow perched on a high branch and
watched the activity below with a beady eye. A resounding boom
thundered through the winter-bare forest as a stone column crashed
to the ground, sending flumes of snow into the air.

Silhara eyed the last of the temple’s fallen
columns and dusted his gloved hands in satisfaction. Fine-tuning
magic to perform complicated ritual and delicate maneuvers was all
well and good, but it was nothing compared to slinging raw power at
heaps of stone and watching them disintegrate into rubble. And if
someone asked him why, he’d happily tell them it was a damn lot of
fun.

He waited a week after returning home before
destroying the ruin. The power it took to force open the right
portal that sent Acseh back to her time had him seeing double when
it was done. Getting himself and Martise back home had almost
emptied him of magic. Plans for long baths and longer bouts of
lovemaking were set aside in favor of death-like sleep. He and
Martise managed to stumble back to the manor from the forest, but
he couldn’t conquer the stairs. Gurn had carried him, unconscious,
to his bedchamber. He awakened three days later, still grimy and
bloody, next to his clean, sweet-smelling wife.

Her matted hair had been washed, combed and
tamed into a braid, and she lay next to him, dressed in a leine
that had managed to tangle around her legs. Silhara eased out of
bed without waking her and made his way downstairs to the
kitchen.

Gurn’s delighted expression when he spotted
him died a quick death, and his nose wrinkled. “You smell worse
than the dog,”>> he signed.

“Nice to see you too, you wretch,”
he muttered before grabbing a bucket and heading for the bailey.
The cold shock from the first bucket of well water made his skin
burn, and he shuddered hard enough to knock his bones loose from
their joints. Something struck his shoulder, and he glanced down at
the boar bristle scrubber lying at his feet and then up at Gurn who
watched him from the doorway that led to the kitchen. A cake of
soap sailed through the air shortly thereafter. Silhara caught it
and lifted his hand to sign a rude gesture, but Gurn had retreated
into the warm kitchen, shutting the door behind him.

Silhara cursed the servant, his lineage,
Wraith Kings, weepy Glimming women, smelly dogs and most of all
Conclave priests while he stood naked in the snow-shrouded bailey
in the depths of winter and bathed away the stench of blood, demons
and broken kings.

A blanket smacked him in the face when he
entered the kitchen, wet and shivering so hard he could no longer
speak. Gurn had built the hearth fire to a roaring inferno. He
cocooned in the blanket and stood as close to the hearth as he
could without setting himself on fire. When he no longer quaked
like a sapling caught in a windstorm, he downed a pot of hot tea
and abandoned Gurn for the woman sleeping peacefully in their
bed.

Silhara slid under the covers and gathered
Martise close. She sighed in her sleep and stretched against him.
This, he thought, was bliss unmatched; the complete and utter
antithesis to the horrors that still lingered in his mind when
Megiddo touched him and shared a world of nightmares beyond
description and agony that defied comprehension. He rubbed his
cheek against the top of Martise’s head and stared unseeing at the
closed shutters that kept the room dark.

There had been little he could do for Megiddo.
The magic that transformed him was so old and so inhuman, there was
no way he could mimic it and return the monk to his former self.
His best hope lay with a woman with every reason to abandon him to
his fate. Silhara doubted she would. He’d witnessed Acseh’s grief
and, like Martise, believed her sincerity when she promised to
help. As an accomplished liar himself, he recognized one at thirty
paces. Acseh wasn’t a liar.

Martise turned in his arms, and her eyes
opened. Her soft smiled warmed him from the inside out. She twined
a length of his damp hair around her finger and let it slowly
unravel. “You’re awake and clean. It’s like magic,” she
teased.

“Hardly magic,” he scoffed.
“Unless you want to call a bucket full of ice water and a brush
that stripped off three layers of skin magic. Not to mention I
think my balls are still tucked up somewhere beneath my
stomach.”

She tutted at him in false sympathy even as
her hand wandered down his torso until she reached what she sought.
Silhara moaned softly as her hand wrapped briefly around his cock
before sliding lower. He spread his legs and groaned this time as
the heat of her palm warmed his bollocks. She could touch him this
way a thousand times for a thousand years, and he’d never grow
tired of her hands on his body.

They exchanged languorous kisses until Martise
pulled back. “You promised me a swiving, crow mage,” she said and
gave him a mock frown.

He arched an eyebrow, concentrated less on
what she said and more on the way her hip sloped toward the deep
curve of her waist and how soft her breast felt in his hand. “I
believe you promised me the same, apprentice.”

Her slow smile hinted at a long day of missed
meals, no work and an exhaustion that guaranteed another three days
of sleep. “Well then,” she said. “Far be it from me to break a
promise.”

He’d called it a swiving, but that term was
reserved more for the quick tumbles with nameless partners. Silhara
made love to Martise and she to him. When they rested, she stroked
his hair in silence or tugged on the locks when he tickled her
toes.

During one interlude, he rested his head on
her belly, skating the edge of sleep. Her question brought him wide
awake.

“My Gift never revealed itself on
the gray plane, Silhara. Or before that either when Megiddo cast
the geas that brought me to him in the temple. It isn’t gone. I can
still feel it inside me, but something’s wrong.”

He personally hoped her Gift faded away and
never returned. He didn’t even like calling it a Gift. It was more
a burden, a dangerous one that made Martise vulnerable and a
valuable prize to win if any knew how her power worked. Her Gift
had awakened the sleeping force buried under the temple, calling
forth its exiled master. It was an annoyance and a
menace.

He said none of this to Martise and instead,
kissed a circle around her navel. “Do you want to seer-bond? It
usually responds to me.”

She nodded. “Do you feel up to it?”

Not really, but Silhara hadn’t missed the
worry in her voice and sought to reassure her. “I don’t think I’ll
come to any harm. Besides, I survived that hellish bath outside and
Gurn throwing soap at me. This will be easy.”

Seer-bonding with his wife always rejuvenated
him and left her weakened—mostly because her Gift, eager to meld
with his own power, poured out of her as if she were a sieve. He
cautiously reached for it this time, ready to break the connection
if he saw Martise fading.

Strangely, her Gift was more reticent this
time. Silhara felt it dance along the edge of his senses, touching,
caressing , as if glad to feel him there but unwilling to embrace
him. It retreated as quickly as it appeared, leaving him with the
impression of a butterfly sealed tightly in the sanctuary of its
cocoon.

The crimson light of his own Gift surrounded
him and Martise. What little amber light of hers appeared curled in
tendrils around the red corona and disappeared.

Martise stared at him, wide-eyed. “It’s going
away, isn’t it?” She blinked hard, trying to force back the tears
that welled in her eyes.

He shook his head, puzzled by her Gift’s
behavior, but certain it wasn’t diminishing. “No. It’s still there.
Still strong.” He frowned a little at her happy sigh. “I don’t know
why it chooses to hide. It’s as if it guards itself though there’s
been no threat against it lately.” That wasn’t a good thing.
Guarding itself did no good if it refused to protect Martise, and
not once had it appeared to fight off Megiddo during her
captivity.

She hugged him, her smile wide, the tears
gone. “I’m just glad it’s still there.”

Silhara wasn’t, and its reaction to the
bonding bothered him, like an itch he couldn’t scratch. Something
was still wrong, it just wasn’t the “wrong” Martise first
assumed.

He put the thought from his mind for later.
For now, he had a happy, naked woman in bed with him. There were
far better ways to spend the hours than fretting over why something
he just wished would go away was actually accommodating him to a
minor degree.

They spent the remainder of the week preparing
a ritual that would destroy the temple and wipe clean any
necromantic magic that lingered from Megiddo’s sword. Gurn took the
wagon and made a trip to Eastern Prime, returning with four large
bags of coarse salt.

Silhara glared at the wagon’s contents as Gurn
swung down from the high seat. “How much did that cost
me?”

The giant servant dropped a woefully light
coin bag in his palm. “That’s the change,” he
signed.

Silhara growled. If he ever saw the Wraith
King again, he’d extract the price of the salt out of his hide. It
was a good thing he could take out his frustration on the temple
itself, and by the time he’d leveled the structure and furrowed the
spoked-wheel design beneath churned dirt, he wasn’t quite so
annoyed at the blow to his humble coffers.

White salt mixed with mud and dirty snow,
sparkling in the weak winter light. Silhara cast a last spell on
the ground where the temple had stood and gathered the empty salt
bags to return home. One down, four to go. The branches above him
rustled, and he glanced up to see a crow following him, hopping
from tree to tree. A ray of sunlight struck the black feathers, and
for a moment he was reminded of Megiddo’s robes—dark and shadowy
and writhing.

He shook his head, banishing the image. There
were better things to think of. His wife waited at home, still
asleep. That made him frown. Martise was normally an early riser,
excruciatingly energetic and cheerful, even before the dawn sun
broke the horizon. For the past two nights, she’d gone to bed
early, claiming exhaustion and slept deeply, not waking until well
into the morning and only because Silhara coaxed her out of bed
with tea.

He couldn’t shake the worry plaguing him, and
his stride lengthened as he made his way through the wood toward
the manor.

He found her still asleep in their bed, buried
under blankets until only the top of her head was exposed to the
room’s cold temperatures. Silhara stoked the brazier to life and
paused to scrutinize her still form.

She had assured him the day before she felt
fine, just worn out, as if she’d toiled in the orchard for days on
end. Silhara had looked to Gurn who only shrugged, as clueless as
he was about Martise’s exhaustion. It might well be their time on
the gray plane had somehow drained her, but Silhara had his doubts.
Her weariness seemed sudden and extreme, separate from anything
born of dark magic, and he’d sensed none of the black arcana on
her. In fact, the spells he cast to reveal any hidden malice
flattened and faded, as if she wore some invisible armor that
resisted, if not completely repelled sorcery. If she didn’t return
to her old self in the next few days, he’d resort to more extreme
measures.

He leaned down and kissed the top of her head.
She didn’t stir, and he left her to slumber peacefully in the
slowly warming chamber.

Gurn nodded to him as he passed the kitchen on
the way to his study. Unlike his bedroom or the frozen pit that was
the library, the study welcomed him with a heated embrace. Gurn had
visited earlier and started a fire in the small hearth built in one
corner. Flames flickered in lit oil lamps, casting a golden light
across a table littered with scattered parchment, scrolls, ink
wells and quills.

Silhara raised the wick on the lamps perched
on the table, watching as their flames stretched higher and
brightened the space. He sat down in the chair behind the table,
dragged a piece of parchment towards him and dipped a sharpened
quill into the closest ink well.

He had made no promises to the Wraith King
beyond the agreement to help him escape the gray plane if he
wished, but he’d made a promise to himself, and it was as much to
purge his mind of the bitter draught of another man’s memories as
it was to correct the wrongs of history.

The scratch of the quill joined the pop and
crackle of kindling consumed by the fire in the hearth as Silhara
committed to print what had been lost or twisted over centuries of
time.

A Recounting of the Wraith King
Wars

As Written by Silhara of Neith,
Master of Crows

The king who dwelled in darkness
led the dead to conquer the damned.

Five kings made spirit, bound to
the sword.

The king is the sword. The sword
is the king.
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