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Prologue


Troubled Dreams


The King surveyed the iron-hulled barge and the
score of bedraggled men and women who stood barefoot upon its deck, defiant to
a man, bound in shackles wrought from true-steel, and with golden collars fast
about their throats. Wind whipped the King’s crimson cape about him, its satin
face gleaming with firelight cast from the half-dozen torches held aloft by the
six high lords of Galacia. The fluttering light turned back the twilight gloom
of dusk—the hour for binding black hearts in black fate.


“You are hereby exiled,” said the King. “You, who fell to
the dark hunger. You, whose hand is stained scarlet with your brothers’ blood. You,
final remnants of a once great House fallen into shadow for your addiction to
the black pestilence of the fell arts. With the Deep Arcanum I do bind thee and
bid that never again shall you set foot on the lands of your birth!”


The King raised a hand and spoke the ancient words of
binding as he drew arcane sigils in the air with fingertips haloed with silver
fire. A shining, faceted sphere drawn in lines of golden light formed in the air
before him, its many planes lambent with fiery runes—one for which to bind each
of the twenty necromancers.


With a gesture the spellform streaked toward the
assemblage, expanding to envelop them all, then burst in a paroxysm of golden
sparks, which rained upon the deck like molten ore. Lighting arced across the
captives’ golden collars, and at once they fell to their knees—all, save one.


As the barge drifted into waters crimsoned by the dusking
sun, the dark Lord of the banished House threw back the hood of his cloak and fixed
black, baleful eyes upon his king. “Mark my words, Mathias King,” he cried, “we
will find a way to endure, through all the ages of this world if we must, and
then we shall sup our vengeance to our fill. We will break your geas and return
for Agia, for Galacia. We will come for your descendants and wipe every last
get of House Denar from creation. It will be as if you never existed at all. Mark
my words, Mathias King, we will have our vengeance!”


†


The old wizard woke with a start. He shivered despite
the mid-summer heat as he swung his legs out of bed. The details of his dream had
already begun to dissolve as he grew aware of the familiar surroundings of his
chambers, but a pregnant dread stirred deep in his chest and the voice of the
Golden King reached across the centuries and echoed in the troubled recesses of
his mind.


There would be no more sleep for him this night.


He padded wearily to his desk and took out his writing
quill. Even now one of his agents rode hard to the south to chase the ghost of
a lead, though the Vanguard knew not what evil she, and Galacia, may yet be up
against. Still, it was high time he notify his brethren, those who had taken
the secret, sacred oath of remembrance, for he sensed the scions of the forgotten,
cursed seventh house had begun to stir and test their bonds.


No, thought the old wizard, as he set a shaking quill to
parchment, there would be no more sleep for him this night.









Chapter 1


An Unwelcome Proposal


Elias Duana sprung back from the four-foot arc of steel
that scythed at him from the shadows of the dimly lit barn. Sword turned leaden,
his arm muscles screamed in protest as he mustered a high-guard. His opponent
flashed him a lupine grin, then lunged.


Elias ran.


His retreat led him through a maze of white oak barrels,
past the delivery wagon, and up the barrel ramp which led to the second floor
and the narrow walkway that ran the inside perimeter of the rickhouse. The
swordsman, who had barred Elias’s escape by blocking the foot of the staircase,
took the shorter route and bounded up the stairs, leading with his rapier.


Elias caught his breath and his adversary’s blade at once,
then flicked out a reflexive counter. His opponent, whose sword seemed alive in
his hand and slippery as a serpent, brushed aside Elias’s hasty riposte even as
he pressed his relentless offense.


Elias’s heels hung precariously over the edge of the walkway
as he circled his foe in an attempt to gain advantage. Instead, he found
himself driven down the staircase on numbed legs and pinned against the
rickhouse wall. Thus cornered, Elias’s focus narrowed to a single task—parrying
his opponent’s whirring blade, which crept ever closer to landing a decisive,
final blow.


He sank into an awkward lunge against the wall to turn aside
a low thrust. The strike, however, proved a feint and forced Elias into a
clumsy sidestep. The swordsman, with a flick of his wrist, fluidly changed
course and delivered a deft backhand cut at his head. His heart stuttered as
the point of the sword swept a hair’s-breadth from his brow. With clenched
teeth and the strength born of desperation, Elias countered with a slanting
overhand stroke, making use of all the power his solid, thick frame could muster.


Elias felt a poke a hand’s-span above his belt, and his fencing
foil cut naught but air.


His opponent had dropped into an evasive lunge so deep that
it required him to place his free hand flat on the ground to maintain balance, ducking
Elias’s oncoming blade even as he extended his own sword in the match ending
thrust.


“You did well,” Padraic said as he straightened from his
acrobatic lunge.


Elias grunted and lowered into a crouch, resting his back
against the barn wall. “The hell I did.” He looked up at his father. “What was
that move? I’ve never seen you use it before.”


Padraic produced a case from his back pocket and withdrew a
couple of cigarettes. He lit them with a click of his flint and steel lighter
and then took a knee, offering one to his son. “It’s called the passata-sotto
gambit. I learned it from one of the old gentry, before you were born.”


“A fellow Marshal?”


Padraic shook his head and exhaled a blue plume of smoke,
which was illuminated by slants of light that sliced through the cracks in the
barn’s roof and walls. “I picked up that little trick from an exchange with a
duelist in Peidra.” He pointed to a fine scar on his cheek, which ran halfway
between his eye and ear. “She gave me this.”


“She?”


“Mmmhmn. Your mother.”


Elias coughed around his cigarette. “Mom? A duelist?” Elias
conjured an image of his mother—a feat that had become increasing difficult
over the years—noting her slight build and delicate boning. “You can’t be
serious.”


“Deadly. Your mother was many things, and, yes, she had
skill with a blade. She taught me the value of speed and grace over strength—a
lesson that has just been passed on to her son.”


The junior distiller offered his father a wry smile and the
two fell silent, each alone with their thoughts.


Elias took a final drag on his cigarette and ground it out
beneath the heel of his boot. His father rarely spoke of the past. Most of his
time spent in service to the crown and his life before returning to Knoll Creek
remained shrouded in mystery.


Elias exhaled slowly, savoring the sweet taste of the
tobacco and said, “Phinneas would not be pleased to learn you’re still
smoking.”


“Bah. Phinneas would do well to remember that he is my
friend first and my physician second.” Padraic rose and cocked his head to one
side, as if listening to something he alone could hear. “In any case, it’s usually
out of our hands when we are destined to be called home,” he said, and then,
brightening, added, “besides, I’m still hale enough to best you, son!”


Elias brandished his fencing foil. “Again?”


“Again,” Padraic said and, without further preamble,
attacked.


Elias turned his father’s opening, but only just. His arm
tingled up to the elbow, numb with the shock of impact. By the One God’s beard,
but his father was pushing him hard today. Elias parried and riposted, but
Padraic slid around the thrust, closing the distance between them.


A blur of motion attracted Elias’s eye from outside the barn
door. “Dad, someone’s riding up through the prairie,” he said, lowering his foil.


Padraic retorted with a snap from his elbow, which sent
Elias stumbling backward to avoid a blow that would have bloodied his brow, practice
sword or not. “You must...not...let yourself...become...distracted,” Padraic said
between cuts and thrusts as he continued to press the attack, punctuating his
final word with a rising slash that stymied Elias and struck him inches below
his breastbone.


“Dad!” cried Elias, who was unaccustomed to his father
fencing with such ferocity.


Padraic lowered his weapon with a sigh. “Elias, if you ever
find yourself forced to defend yourself, you must focus entirely on the task at
hand, and ignore all impertinent distraction.”


“If we suppose this to have been a real fight,” Elias said a
little hotly,” that rider could have been a threat that I needed to be aware
of.”


“While I have taught you to be ever aware of your
surroundings, the quicker you deal with the blade at your throat, the better
able you will be to deal with the one at your back. Awareness of a new element
will not help you in the least if you have a foot of steel in your guts.”


Elias exhaled a steadying breath and conceded the point with
a nod. “Point taken.” His father had once been renowned as one of the crown’s
finest swords—a fact the entire populace of Knoll Creek seemed all too aware of—and
he spoke from experience.


The two men made their way out of the rickhouse. “I may not
always be there to protect you,” Padraic said.


“Dad?” Elias wondered at his father’s sudden turn for the
somber, but his inquiry fell on deaf ears as the rider arrived, reining his
horse in sharply and bringing his canter to a skidding stop. Elias looked up at
the rider, an involuntary grimace darkening his features as he recognized him, not
that he couldn’t have named him from a league away. Only one man would ride the
prairie dressed in such an elaborate costume—Roderick Macallister.


Macallister tossed his crimson riding cloak over a shoulder
and dismounted. “Greetings, Padraic,” he said, then nodded to Elias. “Young
man.”


“Elias,” the distiller supplied, forcing a polite smile,
rather certain that the rancher had not forgotten his name.


“Mmmhm, yes.” Macallister adjusted his brocade vest, which
did little to conceal his prodigious girth, and brushed away the prairie dust
that clung to the gold filigree. “You’ve grown to be quite a strapping lad. Your
mother, God rest her soul, would be quite proud, I’m sure.”


“I’m sure,” Elias said and exchanged glances with his
father, who kept his expression neutral.


Macallister gave Elias’s foil a pointed look. “I see you and
your father have been practicing your swordplay. Were you planning on trying
your luck in the fencing contest at the fair tonight? My boy, Cormik, is
entering—I think he’s about your age—and if I may say so, his form looks rather
exceptional. Still, your father, being a retired Marshal, is no doubt an
excellent teacher.”


“I hadn’t planned on competing tonight.”


Macallister raised an eyebrow. “Ah, I understand. Fencing
with the entire town as an audience is a daunting prospect, no?”


“It’s not that...” said Elias, who felt his cheeks warm
despite himself, as he struggled to find the words to put the topic to rest
without looking a coward. “It’s just that...I have no interest in competing is
all.”


“No shame in that, son,” Macallister said but the smug tilt
to his smile belied his words. “Truth be told, I’m glad you’re standing this
one out. I think you’re the only one that could give Cormik a challenge.”


“We fence as a diversion, and to stay fit, seeing as we have
little use for practical application,” said Padraic. He looked Macallister dead
in the eye. “A corn farmer and distiller have no need of true steel.”


Macallister cleared his throat. “Right you are, and a good
thing, too. Peace times are good times. Although, as I say, sometimes they can
make men soft. A man who has nothing to fight for forgets how to fight.”


“And that, as you say, is a good thing,” returned Padraic.


“So,” Macallister said, shifting on his feet, “Padraic, how
does the day see you? You are well, I trust?”


“I am well, Roderick, thank-you.” Padraic affected a warm
smile. “What brings you out our way?”


“A little exercise. I was cooped up at Arcalum in Peidra for
the better part of a week for the Summit Arcana—you know, the convention for
wizards and those interested in discourse on the arcane, the varying schools of
thought, theories, et cetera.”


“Yes,” Padraic said, “I know.”


“Well, in any case, my ride brought me your way so I figured
I’d stop by and see my old friend.” Macallister paused and surveyed the grounds,
although Elias suspected the rancher was giving himself time to organize his
thoughts. “Distillery ‘s looking good. Still in tip-top shape. How many
generations has it been in your family?”


“Four,” Padraic replied in an even tone, though Macallister
knew full well how long the Duanas had owned the land on which they stood.


“Four.” Macallister whistled and wagged his head from side
to side. “Quite a legacy and a mighty fine glass of whiskey you make here,
Padraic. Yes, indeed. It’s a shame, however, that you don’t have more hands on
your payroll so as to produce greater quantities. I daresay, if you could mass
produce this stuff, you’d become as famous for your whiskey as your tenure with
the Marshals, and quite well-off to boot. Well, if you did, I think the queen
herself would be drinking it in Peidra!”


“Right you may be, Roderick, but distilling knoll-whiskey in
small batches ensures a higher quality and a refined flavor.”


Macallister offered a conciliatory nod as his only
acknowledgement of Padraic’s deft dismissal, and then pressed on. “Furthermore,
with Elias’s engagement to the Bromstead girl—not bad, by the way, boy, hooking
the Mayor’s only daughter—he’ll no doubt be looking for a piece of land all his
own, and then how will you manage? Your daughter—Danica is it?—will be no help
what with studying to be a scribe and all, and what do women know about
distilling anyway?”


“Whatever the future brings, Mr. Macallister, I plan to stay
on to help my father run the family business,” said Elias, “and, my sister is
at the University training to be a doctor, not a secretary.”


“Huh,” Macallister said and stroked his copious mustache,
seemingly oblivious to the bite in Elias’s tone. “A White Habit, eh? I forgot
they were letting women become physicians these days.”


Elias inhaled sharply, preparing another retort, but Padraic
laid a restraining hand on his shoulder. “I thank you for your concern,
Roderick, but I think we’ll manage just fine.”


“All the same, my original offer still stands, if this place
ever becomes too much for you, that is. I will of course keep the Duana name on
the bottle, and in addition to the handsome figure I have named, I am willing
to grant you royalties to the tune of ten percent of all profits, so that you
would be seen after in your dotage.”


“Generous indeed, but I have my pension from the crown, and
the surrounding counties show no sign of tiring of my great-great grandfather’s
gold-medal recipe, so I think we shall manage,” Padraic said.


“Very well, Padraic. If you change your mind, you know where
to find me.” Macallister kept his tone civil, but his face betrayed him: his
eyes narrowed, hooded by his brow, and his lips pressed flat in the prelude of a
grimace. He adjusted his sable, moleskin riding gloves and nodded to Padraic. “Farewell,
old friend,” he said, then mounted his heavily muscled stallion, whose glossy,
black coat was the match of his gloves and the trim of his cape.


“Good luck in the fencing circle tonight, son,” Macallister
called over his shoulder as he rode away.


“I’m not entering the contest!” Elias called after him, but
Macallister was already out of ear shot, plumes of dust rising in his wake. Elias
swung his foil after the rancher. “Father, why are you so polite to Macallister?
You don’t like the greedy son-of-a-crow any more than I do.”


“Granted, but there is nothing to be gained from responding
to rudeness in kind, or from antagonizing a man like Roderick Macallister. Despite
all of his failings, and like it or not, he is a powerful man. He’s accustomed
to getting what he wants.”


“But he won’t get our distillery. We won’t sell. Not ever. Why
can’t he see that?”


Padraic managed the effect of a shrug with the roll of an
eyebrow. “He doesn’t want to see it, and so he doesn’t. He covets the riches
mass producing whiskey here will bring, and the notoriety. We have the best
water and so the best whiskey, and that rankles Macallister. He’s the
wealthiest man in thirty leagues, but for all that, the spirit that’s named
after this region is perfected here on Duana land, and he doesn’t have his hand
in it.”


Elias knew his father had the truth of it. The subterranean limestone
basin on the Duana land supplied them with water free from mineral impurities. As
a result, the whiskey distilled from it had a crisp, clean and singular flavor.
The distillery Macallister owned in town at the grist mill couldn’t compete,
and that the rancher could not abide.


Macallister had worked for some time on developing a new
knoll-whiskey recipe, but to no avail. Rumor had it that the rancher had even
attempted rituals to purify the water of Knoll Creek. Elias watched as
Macallister shrank into a black dot on the prairie and grew thoughtful. “Is it
true what folk say? Is he a wizard?”


Padraic humphed. “Macallister is a rich man with too much
time on his hands. Most of his knowledge of the arcane ends at parlor tricks. Yet,
out here in the more rural duchies, that is enough to grant one some notoriety.
Folk in these parts only exposure to the arcane is what they’ve read in
dime-store novels. Most wizards of note don’t saunter about demonstrating their
power at dinner parties and drinking holes for the sole purpose of impressing
others.”


“Which is exactly what he was trying to do by dropping that
little tidbit about attending the Summit Arcana, as if the entire county didn’t
already know.”


Padraic grunted his assent and followed his son’s gaze,
watching as Macallister vanished into the horizon, where a copse of trees met
the undulating long grass at the edge of the prairie. “Yet, much harm has been
known to come from a great fool with a little knowledge.”


Padraic looked off into the distance as if he saw something
beyond the horizon both captivating and troubling. Elias had long ago grown accustomed
to this habit of his father’s—the thousand league gaze as he had begun
to think of it—and as such did not interrupt him. Lately, however, it seemed
that the thousand league gaze crept upon Padraic Duana often.


Elias waited silently as the sun began to dip, shadows
lengthening into late afternoon and splashing the summer sky with hues of red
and purple.


After the moment passed, Padraic walked to the outer wall of
the rickhouse, sat down, and patted a spot of ground beside him. “Sit a moment,
Elias. We should stretch so that we don’t cramp up. What were we talking
about?”


“Macallister and his questionable powers.”


“My old schoolfellow has power in plenty—the kind you carry
in your coin purse. That, and his name.”


Elias had to concede his father’s point yet again. Aside
from the success of his ranch, Macallister descended from the old gentry that
first settled the southlands under the allowance of House Ogressa, who had been
awarded this duchy in time beyond reckoning. As if that hadn’t already placed
Knoll Creek firmly in his pocket, he had recently become cousin to Duke Vachel
Ogressa. Macallister’s elderly aunt married well after the death of her first
husband. A union, rumor held, prompted by Ogressa’s dwindling coffers and
Roderick Macallister’s ready coin. This merging of the two houses elevated
Macallister to the status of Viscount, albeit in title only—a technicality the
rancher was all too eager to remedy.


“As for magic,” Padraic continued, “his power is naught but
smoke and mirrors. If Macallister met a true wizard he’d soil his cloth of gold
breeches.”


Elias enjoyed a good laugh at his father’s jibe. Sobering,
he said, “Reverend Dunfar says that magic is all but dead and that the One God
granted the devout the strength to drive heathen arcanists from Galacia along
with the Ittamar incursion.”


“The Dunfar boy? Little Johnny Dunfar?” Padraic shot his son
an arch look and sighed. Padraic had never seen fit to take his children to
mass. It wasn’t that he had anything against the One God so much as church
bureaucrats. Since his betrothal to Asa Bromstead, however, Elias had begun to
attend services. The mayor’s good, god-fearing daughter couldn’t be seen keeping
with an irreverent after all, Padraic mused.


“Yes, little Johhny Dunfar,” said Elias with a wry
smile and a shake of his head, “and no, I’m not drinking the sacramental wine. Still,
the church gets correspondence from Peidra, and, well, people talk. They say the
world is entering a new age—an age without magic. Makes you wonder is all. I
heard at the White Horse that a scientist in Phyra is on the verge of inventing
a horseless carriage!”


“I’d like to see that,” said Padraic, not entirely sure that
he wanted to see any such thing. “Horseless carriages aside, what you call
magic will never leave our world, at least not entirely.”


“What I call magic? What else would I call it?”


“The ancient Aradur mystics, for one, called it the tapestry.”


“The tapestry? I’ve never heard of such a thing. How can a
ball of fire come from a tapestry?”


Padraic favored his son with a chuckle. “I see you still
have your nose in those books penned by alehouse bards!”


“All joking aside,” Elias said, growing intent, “tell me
more about this tapestry.”


Padraic looked at his son. Elias had the Duana build and
dark coloring, but he had his mother’s inquisitive mind and his black eyes
glittered with an intelligence belied by his sturdy frame and ruddy farm-boy
complexion. Padraic felt reticent about stoking the fire of Elias’s curiosity
too much, for, like his mother, once one door opened to him he was unable to
resist opening the next. Still, if the boy was determined to slake his thirst
for knowledge, better it be quenched by his father than some other less than
reputable source.


“The Aradurian mages believed that a field of energy spans
the entire universe and connects every single thing, from a man to a mote of
dust, together in a vast, living web, or tapestry. Everyone effects and is affected
by this field of energy to some degree, but some have the ability to manipulate
and bend it to their will. You know these individuals as wizards or sorceresses,
or witches, warlocks, mages—or any number of names. Magic is just
another word, but it confuses the source of an arcanist’s power.”


“How so?”


Padraic offered his son his trademark eyebrow shrug. “Magic
conjures images of stage actors and illusionists performing card tricks and
pulling prairie dogs from hats.”


“Like Macallister.”


“Aye.”


“So, Dunfar is wrong.”


“Yes and no. While the force of magic hasn’t disappeared,
the ranks of practitioners of the arcane have thinned, chiefly because of the
northern campaigns.”


Elias nodded, for his father had alluded to this before. “Many
of our wizards were lost in the Quarter Century War.”


“Inevitably, yes, though conscripted men strove to protect
their arcanists, for a good wizard was their lifeline on the Sheer. More than
that, the war effort consumed a lot of resources and wizards are expensive.”


“It makes sense that their salary was higher than a Galacian
Regular.”


“That’s just the tip of the splinter. With the crown’s purse
already heavily burdened, stipends for universities, colleges, and other public
works ran dry. Arcalum’s recruitment efforts were largely responsible for
discovering young individuals with the spark of the arcane. Wizard training is
quite a challenging enterprise, and few can progress far without a mentor, and
all those wizards and apprentices need to be housed, clothed, and fed—all of
which require coin.”


Padraic looked ahead toward the creek and watched the water,
as his fathers had before him, bubble from its underground cavern and run down the
gentle slope toward the Duana’s modest mill and rickhouse beyond, rolling
downstream through the limestone basin like the years had rolled by, at first
slowly, and then quicker as he aged, until he found himself in the autumn of
his life, hair more salt than pepper and skin as coppery as the whiskey he
distilled.


Elias watched his father intently as he spoke. While Padraic
Duana felt old that day, sitting by the creek with his son, to Elias his grey
hair was dignified, and the tanned skin, squinting hawk-like eyes, the lean
silhouette, were all testimonies to a life lived largely out of doors and
evidence of his strength and athleticism even well into his fifties.


“It’s a shame,” Padraic said, “that human ingenuity and
compulsion to war have slowly bled us of our most precious gift.”


Elias gazed at his father, who had closed his eyes and grown
as still as someone in a deep sleep. “What do you mean?”


“I think we’ve had enough talk of war and wizards for one
day.” Padraic opened his eyes. “Besides, I think that a certain young man is
due to meet a comely young lass at the county fair.”


“We still have to turn the top level of the rickhouse,” said
Elias, keeping his tone neutral, for though he was loathe to rotate the barrels
in the sweltering attic of the rickhouse it needed to be done and the hour
before dusk was the best time to do it.


“True enough,” Padraic said, and Elias’s heart sank, “but I
think it can wait until tomorrow, and you really should get a move on. You
don’t want to keep Asa waiting.”


Elias clapped his father on the shoulder in thanks and
sprung to action. Not five minutes later, as Elias closed up the rickhouse and
gathered the practice equipment he heard the clip clop of hooves. He turned
toward the drive trail. A smear of orange light bobbed in the distance—a
carriage lantern. As the carriage crested the hill leading to the Duana
homestead, Elias cried out, “Dad! Danica’s carriage!”


One corner of Padraic’s mouth tilted upward as he watched his
two children come together and his thoughts turned to his late wife. The
greatest gift they had given their children was each other. In the years to
come, he ardently hoped that would be enough. Padraic sighed deeply. He walked
around the far side of the barn and approached his modest but well-built cedar
shake house from the back. He wanted his children to be able to greet each
other without their old man present.


Elias sprinted toward the carriage as it meandered into the
driveway before the house. Danica threw down the reigns and jumped from the
driver’s seat even as the carriage shrugged to a stop. “Were you planning on
doing battle with me, brother?” Danica asked, raising an eyebrow and looking
pointedly at his practice sword.


Elias, who only then realized that he still held the practice
blades, cast the foils aside and the two siblings embraced, laughing. “I didn’t
think that your summer apprenticeship finished for another month,” Elias said.


“It doesn’t, but how could I miss Midsummer’s? And I knew my
little brother would be helpless without me.”


Elias harrumphed with a wry grin and a shake of his head,
for though he was two years her elder, the precocious Danica had taken to
calling him little brother some years ago after he had shed the excess bodyweight
that had plagued him through his youth.


Elias held her out at arm’s-length and looked her over. She
wore a simple but elegant white frock, the official garb of a Healer, but
Danica was not one to be satisfied by attaining the rank of a mere adept, and
aspired to the white coat of a vested doctor. Elias thought she looked a bit
thin, but her face retained its cherubic aspect, though it had seen some sun,
evidenced by a smattering of faint freckles.


“Look,” Danica said, indicating the carriage with a tilt of
her head, “I’ve brought company.”


The doors of the carriage opened to reveal the broad,
befreckled face of Lar. “Good evening, Master Duana, my name is Lar Fletcher. You
may remember me from the schoolhouse. I believe I sat behind you.”


“Very funny, Lar,” Elias said, the corners of his mouth
twisting into a half smile.


“What? It’s been so long since my best friend visited, I
thought he forgot me.”


“Dry your tears you big sissy, and get your arse out of my
face,” cried a woman’s voice from inside the carriage. “I’m dying in here. With
all your whining you’d think he was engaged to you!”


Lar squeezed himself out of the carriage and Asa appeared,
following gingerly in his clumsy wake. Elias’s bemused expression bloomed into
a full grin. The four of them were together again, just like old times.


Elias took Asa’s hand and helped her step down from the
rustic carriage, which didn’t boast a fold-down stair like her father’s coach. Asa,
ever demure, wore her golden hair up, with a few tresses artfully let loose,
and a pale, silk summer dress. Elias hazarded a quick peck on her cheek, which
elicited a hearty guffaw from Danica.


Danica shook her head in resigned disbelief. “I decided to
pick them up on the way through town, so that we could all go together. Little
did I know it would take Miss Bromstead three hours to get ready! I wonder who
she is trying to impress. I heard that she got herself engaged to some farmer
from around here, but I credited it as nothing more than gossip. After all,
what are the odds that the Mayor’s daughter would settle for some backwater bumpkin?”


“I’m glad to see that your fancy education hasn’t impinged
your sense of humor, Danica. Besides,” Asa drawled, as she turned up her nose,
“It only took me two hours to get ready.”


Danica put her hand to her head, “I can hardly believe my
ears! The prim and proper Asa Bromstead cracked a joke!”


They laughed as one, overjoyed to be together again. After
they wiped their eyes and caught their breaths, the quartet went up to the
house so that Danica could visit with Padraic and Elias could clean up and
change. Despite the four friend’s protestations, Padraic opted out of the fair to
instead enjoy a quiet night in his study.


In short order the foursome piled into Danica’s carriage and
were on their way to Knoll County’s Midsummer’s Fair, each brimming with
excitement for the annual festival that was the highlight of the summer in this
quiet corner of Galacia.


Yet, from his perch in the driver’s box, Elias found himself
ruminating upon Macallister and his unannounced visit. An inarticulate sense of
dread gnawed at his gut with dull, rusty teeth, and he wondered what the
viscount was really about. The more he thought on Macallister’s manner, the
deeper his feeling of apprehension grew, for it seemed something sour lurked
beneath the rancher’s usual flippant façade.


Elias tried to put Macallister from his mind and focus on
the fine victuals, spirits, music, and games that awaited him at the fair, but
his relief proved fleeting, for he realized that at the town green he may very
well encounter Macallister yet again, and worse, Cormik. The viscount’s son—and
Elias’s nemesis—was certain to make an appearance, if not at the duel, than
strutting amidst the citizens of Knoll Creek, who grudgingly bent knee to the
Macallisters since their ascension to the higher echelons of the gentry.









Chapter 2


Duel


Elias heard the fair before he saw it. The din of boisterous
townsfolk, farmers, and vendors carried in the verdant valley that nestled the
town of Knoll Creek. Elias urged the horses on from his seat in the driver’s
box, which he shared with Asa, not wanting to miss out on any of the festivities.


Elias paused at the gate after he paid the porter and
absorbed the sights, sounds, and smells of the fair.


The soft, warm glow from post mounted lanterns cast the
grounds in a cozy, ethereal light, which left him with the sensation of a
pleasant dream. The air hummed as the voices of villagers absorbed in gossip,
bartering, and merry making merged into a lulling chorus. A lazy breeze wafted
the savor of roasting pork, grilling beef steaks, and simmering chili.


A band in the center of the grounds pounded out the twangy,
toe-tapping melodies that had become synonymous with the south of Galacia. A
flash of red caught Elias’s eye as a dancer whirled before the gazebo that
housed the band.


His eyes lingered on the dancer for a beat. She moved with a
fluid grace, the equal of which he had only seen in his father when he fenced. Auburn
hair fanned out in a fiery corona as she glided and spun, laughing all the
while. Elias wondered who she was, for he had not seen her before.


It took Elias a moment before he realized someone had been speaking
to him. He turned in his seat to find Danica’s head poking from out the
carriage window, eyes rolling, one corner of her mouth tucked up into a half smile.
“When you’re done gawking like a kid in a candy shop,” she said, “maybe we can
actually go in.”


“Yeah,” said Lar, whose head suddenly popped out of the
window beside Danica, “and don’t think you’re backing out of our annual chili
eating contest just because you had the runs for a week last year!”


Elias sighed deeply and shook his head, affecting
exasperation, but the preposterous sight of their two faces crowded in the
carriage window made him smile despite himself. “With you two bards in tow,” he
said, “a guy hardly knows what to do with himself!”


“I suggest you laugh,” Danica said, her trademark half smile
replaced with an eye-crinkling grin. Then, without waiting for Elias to park
and tie the carriage, she opened the door and hopped out in a single motion. Dragging
Lar by the arm she strode into the fair grounds, leaving a bemused Elias in her
wake.


Elias shared a look with Asa who merely shrugged. Then, they
both burst out laughing. Elias took her hand. She gazed up at him, her eyes
glittering in the lantern light. Moved by her demure manner, he kissed her.


Danica and Lar headed toward the gazebo where the band
played, for it was there that the greatest number of people congregated on the
open green to visit and greet each other. Elias, however, after seeing to the
carriage, pulled Asa in another direction, deciding that he would buy her a
candied apple and a couple mugs of ale for himself and Lar.


After braving the vendor lines, the betrothed snaked through
the crowded green to find Lar and Danica. Elias spotted the two sitting at a
cedar plank table, surrounded by half a score of avid listeners as Danica gestured
animatedly, presumably regaling her audience with tales of her adventures at
the Academy.


As Elias made his way toward them, a man stumbled into him,
which sent his ale sloshing. Elias recovered without spilling much of the heady
brew, but the same could not be said for the other fellow, who emptied the
entire contents of his glass onto Elias.


The bleary-eyed man immediately produced a handkerchief and
began dabbing it at Elias’s shirt. “I beg your pardon, sh-ir,” the man slurred.


“Worry not, friend,” Elias said. “It was an honest accident.”
Elias looked down at the tipsy stranger fumbling with his shirt. The man’s
dress and coloring marked him as an outsider. He had the olive skin of a Kveshian
or Erastean and almond-shaped eyes that glimmered like black oil. He wore a
cerulean silk shirt and a black cape with matching leather gloves, and like
everything else about the man they gleamed, but it struck Elias as odd that he wore
them given the heat. The distiller supposed some would go to any lengths to
appear fashionable.


“That’s quite fine, thank-you,” said Elias, embarrassed by
the stranger’s attention.


“Oh, your pardon, sir,” the man said, pulling his
handkerchief back sharply, “I have been overly familiar.”


“No, no. Think nothing of it.” The two men regarded each
other, each at a loss, and an awkward silence fell between them, which was
abruptly interrupted by Asa who couldn’t resist giggling. Her good humor proved
infectious, and the two men laughed as well.


The man cleared his throat. “Again, my apologies. I must
confess that I have enjoyed excessively the delicious libations this town has
to offer—what is it you call this ambrosial liquor?”


Elias sniffed at his shirt, eliciting another guffaw from
the outsider. “Smells like knoll, named after this very county, where this kind
of whiskey was first distilled. It first gained a reputation in surrounding
counties as that Knoll Creek whiskey, but eventually folk just started
calling it knoll.”


“Well, I daresay,” said the man, “you are well versed on the
history of this knoll. You must be an aficionado yourself, eh?”


“Actually, my father and I are distillers. We make the Duana
knoll.”


“By the queens tit—oh, sorry milady—that’s the very same I
am—er, was—drinking right now! And I daresay, without reservation, that it is
the best I have sampled. Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Slade Kezia,
merchant extraordinaire, recently come from exotic Kvesh, and now bound for
Peidra to sell my wares!” Slade clapped Elias vigorously on the shoulder,
beaming with excitement.


Elias introduced himself and Asa as his recently betrothed,
which made Slade’s smile, if possible, broaden further yet.


“Listen, Elias,” Slade said in a conspiratorial whisper as
he leaned in, “I think that your Knoll would be quite the hit in Peidra. What
do you think about selling to me, say, four barrels, two of the normal stuff
and two of the top-shelf, if you have any.”


Elias’s mind reeled. At 740 bottles per barrel, that was
almost three thousand bottles, which meant a lot of coin for the distillery. He
focused on keeping his expression neutral, so as not to give away his elation. “Yes,”
he said, “we do have a special reserve that is aged for twelve years.”


“Excellent! Tell me, Elias, where in town is your
distillery?”


“We aren’t located in the town proper, but out on the
prairie, past the Lurkwood.” Elias gave Slade directions, careful to mention
the names of roads as well as landmarks. The tipsy merchant listened, but his
crinkled brow indicated that he was quite baffled. After Elias finished
detailing the route, Slade shrugged sheepishly. Elias, at a loss, looked to Asa
for help.


“Well,” said Asa, stretching the word out as she thought,
“considering the size of your order, I think the least we can do is dust off
the supply wagon and deliver the barrels to you.” She looked up at Elias and
arched a delicate eyebrow.


“Yes,” Elias said. “Yes, of course. Slade, where are you
staying?”


Slade smiled in relief. “I have made my camp behind an abandoned
house up in the hills—a big old white thing, rather square looking, with columns
in the front and a wrap-around porch. It looks like no one has lived there for
quite some time.”


“That sounds like the Mayfair manor,” said Asa. “Old man
Mayfair’s been dead for a decade, and his son has moved to Ralston, but never
had the heart to sell the place. But why stay all the way up there? Our modest
town may not be as bustling as what you’re used to, but we have our share of
reputable Inns.”


“And no doubt they are quite hospitable, Miss,” Slade said, “but
I have invested a significant portion of my bankroll in my recent venture to Kvesh,
and what with having recently lost a guard to a better offer from a brothel in
Sanders, I am reticent to leave my cargo out in the open. I’m sure that Knoll
Creek is quite safe, but one cannot be too careful these days.”


“Indeed,” said Elias, “and it is just as well. Old Mayfair
is actually closer to us than town. Your camp at noon, then?”


“Perfect,” Slade said and offered Elias his hand. “I’m sure
that we will both profit quite well from this venture, and with luck this will
be the beginning of a continuing business relationship.”


Elias and Asa thanked Slade and bid him farewell. As they
walked away Elias all but glowed with his good fortune. He took a long pull
from his mug of ale and winked at Asa who grinned and nuzzled closer to him.


The gregarious Danica had attracted an even larger crowd. She
related an anecdote about an elderly man who had come to the Academy seeking a
remedy for a personal problem. “It turns out,” Danica said, “that his plums
were sore because he was quite constipated, having subsisted on a diet of
cheese and mutton for the last fifty years!” She had her audience, many of whom
were pliant from liberal indulgence of whiskey and ale, in stitches.


Elias sat down for the show, twining his fingers absent
mindedly in Asa’s flaxen curls. His mind wandered as he finished his mug, a
lazy smile lighting his face. It had been a good day, despite Macallister’s
intrusion. He had managed an impromptu sale—with hardly any effort on his part—that
would give the Duana coffers a boost for months to come. Mostly, however, he
found his spirits lifted by Danica’s unexpected visit.


Elias had missed his sister fiercely since she had gone away
to the Academy. The two had been inseparable as children, lacking many alternative
playmates as far removed from town as they were out on the prairie, and their
relationship only became closer when their mother died. He was twelve when the
strange fever claimed the vibrant Edora Duana and Danica ten. Even now, more
than a decade later, Elias did not like being without his sister for long.


Elias did not remember many of the details of his Mother’s
death. He recalled her white nightgown and chestnut tresses spilling over her
pale face, the bright burn of her jade eyes as she held him, whispering in his
ear, comforting him, when it had been he who was trying to comfort her. As he
grew, though, time betrayed him. In the months and seasons following her death
he could summon her face in his mind’s-eye as easily as drawing breath, but as
the years passed they erased the details of her countenance. Now, when he
summoned her image, it was like seeing her from the corner of his eye, and when
he turned she was gone.


His father did not talk about his mother much, or her sudden
and withering illness. He would sometimes say that she had been an
extraordinary woman, and a cryptic look would creep over his features. Of her
past he would only say that they had met in Peidra, before he began his last
mission for the crown.


Asa nudged Elias, breaking the spell of his reverie. She
nodded her head, pointing over his shoulder with her chin. He turned, following
her gaze, and exhaled a nigh inaudible groan. Cormik Macallister approached,
sauntering toward them with a long, slow gait, his eyes fixed on Elias.


Cormik was a striking man in his mid twenties, blue-eyed and
graceful and slender as the rapier buckled to his waist. He wore black suede
boots, black cotton pants, a black moleskin belt, and a white shirt with laces
at the throat and the over-sized sleeves that were the fashion in Peidra. His
cloak was his crowning glory and offered a splash of color—scarlet velvet, silk
lined and glossy, the reflection of lantern light danced across its surface.


Danica had no intention of interrupting her story to acknowledge
Cormik and favored him only with a cursory glance and a slight narrowing of her
eyes. Cormik’s lips curled upward in a cold parody of a smile as he turned his
attention to Elias. He placed a hand casually on his rapier.


“Well met, Elias. My father tells me you are entering the
fencing competition.”


“No, Cormik. I’m afraid you were misinformed.”


“That’s a shame. Considering your father’s reputation with a
blade, I figured you would be the only one to offer a decent challenge.”


“Sorry to disappoint.”


“No matter. With this,” Cormik said as he drew his rapier,
“I’d have an edge over even the great Padraic Duana himself. Forged of Kveshian
steel it is one of a kind, the work of a master.”


“You can’t use an edged blade in the fencing contest,” said
an incredulous Asa.


“Of course not,” said Cormik, with an exaggerated roll of
his eyes. “I have a thin leather fencing sheaf which fits over the blade,
rendering it as harmless as a practice foil. It is designed so that one can
train with a blade of quality. I have already cleared it with the referee, your
father as it were.”


“Yes,” Asa said, clenching her jaw, “I am aware.”


“I asked the good mayor,” Cormik said coyly, “if as a prize
he would reward the victor with a kiss from comely Asa, but sadly he declined.”


Elias felt Asa stiffen at his side, but, remembering his
father’s admonishment, he refused to rise to Cormik’s bait. “Well, Cormik, I
wish you the best of luck.” He turned away, hoping that Cormik would leave them
in peace.


“That’s mighty neighborly of you. Speaking of which, my old
man told me that your father’s giving some thought to selling us the
distillery. Likely it’s best for all. Your pa can retire and with your share of
the coin in addition with the no doubt substantial dowry you will receive from
marrying Asa you would be able to buy yourself a nice house, or small farm of
your own.”


Cormik knew as well as his father, that the Duanas would
never sell, and while his attempt to get a rise out of Elias was transparent,
it irked him nonetheless. “Dowries are an outdated tradition, and I will have
no part in it,” Elias said as mildly as he could, choosing to skirt the larger
issue. He felt silence drop over the crowd as Danica abruptly stopped her
story.


“Be that as it may—” Cormik said.


“We will never—and I mean never—sell to your greedy, fat,
poor-excuse-of-a-man, father,” Danica said, her words spoken forcefully and
slow and laced with venom. “And my brother could humiliate you in the fencing
circle.”


Cormik stiffened and his nostrils flared as he inhaled a
sharp breath. “You hear that folks,” he said, raising his voice so as to be
heard by the score of bystanders, “Elias has challenged me to a duel. I’ll see
you in a quarter of an hour, Duana, providing you don’t follow in your father’s
footsteps and give up the sword so that it may be taken up by better men.” Cormik
turned on his heels, flourished his cloak, and strode away.


Elias seethed. His anger distributed itself equally between
Cormik and his sister. He fastened his black eyes on Danica. “I was trying to
ignore his taunts and be the better man, but now you have forced my hand.”


Cowed, she bowed her head. “Elias, I’m sorry...I just can’t
bite my tongue around that pompous fool.”


Elias sighed and said, not unkindly, “Since when could you
bite your tongue around anyone?”


Danica smiled ruefully and Elias found himself returning the
gesture—he could never stay mad at Danica for long. “Besides,” she said, “you
don’t have to fight him. No one will think less of you if you don’t enter the
contest.”


“Hell, Elias, you can best him, Kveshian steel or not,” Lar
said. “And, there isn’t a person at the fair that wouldn’t like to see that
whelp eat his words.”


“Shut it you big oaf!” Asa cried. She turned to Elias and
took his hand. “Don’t fight him! The Macallisters never play fair. That fancy
sword with its practice sheaf will end up accidently running you through, and
quite a convenience it would be for the Macallisters considering your father
can’t run the distillery without you.”


“Cormik may be a horse’s ass, but he’s no killer,” Elias
replied. “Not that it matters now. He’s announced that I challenged him and
I’ll look a coward if I don’t show. I’m backed into a corner, and my name is on
the line. Losing would be better than not fighting him at this point.”


“With that blade, doubtlessly perfectly balanced and easier
a hand longer than a practice foil, he will have the advantage over you,”
Danica said. “Elias, you will have to outthink him.” Asa glared at her, eyes
sharp as daggers. “What? It’s true.”


“This is your fault Danica,” Asa said, her voice brittle
with emotion. “You just can’t keep your mouth shut, can you?”


By now Elias’s temper had cooled. He figured since he
couldn’t change the situation there was little sense in belaboring it further. “Listen,
you two, calm down. It can’t be helped now so there’s no point in placing
blame. Let’s not give the Macallisters the satisfaction of seeing us ruffled.”


Asa nodded, but her posture remained stiff. Lar clapped
Elias on the shoulder and put an arm around Danica, who favored him with a
raised eyebrow, but her jade eyes danced with mirth again.


Elias closed his eyes and cleared his mind as his father had
taught him, an exercise he called entering the void. He relaxed tense muscles
and willed his heart to slow. He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t nervous, but
he didn’t want anyone else to know it. Elias stood to his full height, held his
head high, and tried to affect the whimsical half smile that Danica always
wore, as if she laughed at some private joke, and strode toward the fencing
circle.









Chapter 3


The Woman in the Red Dress


“The match,” said Mayor Bromstead, “consists of up to
five rounds.”


Elias swallowed the lump in his throat, which felt at once like
it was closing in. A bead of sweat wound down his back, tracking along his
spine. He eased his grip on his fencing foil and tried to redirect his
attention to the Mayor. Elias let slip a nervous laugh despite himself. He was
engaged to Ulric Bromstead’s daughter, but he still thought of him as The
Mayor.


Bromstead arched an eyebrow at Elias. “Points are earned
from a strike on any part of the body, or by driving the other fencer out of
the circle, at which point the round ends. The first to three points wins. No
late blows, kicks, punches, or conduct unbecoming a gentlemen will be
tolerated. Is this clear?” Ulric Bromstead fastened his slate-gray eyes on each
of them in turn, waiting for each man to indicate his assent with a nod. “Very
well then.”


Ulric walked out of the center of the circular dais. As he
passed Elias he smiled, but the gesture did not touch his eyes, which were
troubled and hooded by drawn brows. The mayor raised his arm above his head
and, after a dramatic pause, dropped it in a single, fluid motion. “Begin!”


For a pregnant moment the duelists stood still on opposite
sides of the dais, each taking the measure of the other. Elias kept his face an
emotionless blank mask. His stance remained loose, and he gripped his foil lightly.
Cormik rested the point of his blade on the granite dais and wore a toothy
smile.


The sight of the long and wide-bladed rapier, though tightly
contained within the leather sheaf, gave Elias pause. Cormik’s weapon boasted a
gleaming swept-hilt, ornate as well as functional, and an oblate pommel that suggested
perfect balance. Elias’s own, standard foil seemed paltry in comparison.


Elias knew that Cormik sought to goad him into attacking by
keeping his guard down and resting his sword point on the dais, a grave and
purposeful insult to any fencer, but Elias refused to rise to the bait. Rather,
he took a step back as if cowed.


As Elias moved Cormik exploded toward him like a
thoroughbred off the starting line. Cormik kept his blade close to his body,
coiled to strike as he charged. The rancher launched a high, overextended
thrust, but Elias, anticipating him, stepped to the side and forward at the
last possible moment and dropped his right shoulder to skirt the attack.


Elias followed with a backhanded blow, driving the pommel of
his foil into the dimple between Cormik’s shoulder blades. Cormik, already off
balance, stumbled onward and out of the circle.


Danica, Asa, and Lar erupted in applause, and the crowd
cheered with them. House Macallister’s reputation ensured respect the same way
that a grizzled old guard dog did—out of a sense of fear rather than affection,
and many folk took satisfaction in seeing one brought to heel. That it happened
in public made it all the sweeter, and would be the talk of the town for weeks
if not months to come.


Roderick Macallister watched the exchange silently from
beneath his rancher hat.


Cormik’s blood went up, but, educated in courtly etiquette,
his manner did not betray him, save for a faint flush high on his cheeks. He affected
a lazy smile at the crowd and said, “Drat! Who knew the bruiser could move so fast!”
His jibe earned some few chuckles, but his father, who peered at him with eyes
as cold as blue granite, was not amused.


The second round went quite differently than the first. Although
bubbling with fury, Cormik reined in his ardor and fought by the book. He
opened the round with a deft lunge followed by a deceptive backhand slash at
Elias’s midriff. Elias barely brushed the cut aside, and with a flick of his
wrist countered with a low thrust. The rancher twisted to avoid the stab, and
both men scrambled back a step to recover their equilibrium.


So went the lengthy second round, with each man alternately
launching adroit thrusts, slashes, and feints, while the other riposted,
parried, and dodged. Cormik fought like a demon, never relinquishing the
offensive. Elias fielded the relentless Cormik and found openings where he
could, but his foil was not designed to block blows from the rancher’s heavy
rapier and his arm tired beneath the constant barrage.


Ultimately, the second round went to Cormik. Elias’s arms
and legs grew leaden, and he felt as if he had been fighting for hours. Cormik
tired as well, but when both men delivered desperate, simultaneous thrusts, his
longer blade proved the victor, taking Elias in the hollow between his belly
and chest.


Elias felt like he had just been kicked under the ribs. Whereas
his foil ended in a flat nub, Cormik’s rapier, although blunted, still had the
weight—and the sting—of folded steel. He wondered how the Mayor could, in good
conscience, have possibly agreed to let Cormik use his rapier, even with the
practice sleeve. It provided Cormik a distinct advantage, but the Macallisters
were nothing if not adept at getting their way, and Elias knew he shouldn’t be
surprised. As his father was wont to say, not all fights are fair. Elias
figured he had better stop dwelling on it and start figuring out a way to best
Cormik, and fast.


Cormik paced in his corner, eager to begin the next round. With
a tied score, Cormik knew as well as Elias that the next to land a hit would be
in a much better position to win the race to three points, and the match. The
rancher wanted to strike again while the momentum still tipped in his favor. He
met Elias’s eye, winked, and sketched a mock half bow.


The gesture incensed Elias, and the distiller felt his
fatigue burn away, leaving behind a consuming desire to defeat his childhood
rival.


Cormik had an air of superiority that had ever rankled
Elias. While Cormik had been tutored by the finest academes Galacia had to
offer, Elias attended the provincial village school with the other children
from Knoll Creek where he learned the basics of grammar, history, and
arithmetic. Yet, his education did not end there. Padraic Duana schooled his
children at home as well.


Padraic exposed Elias and Danica to a more comprehensive
history of the continent of Agia and the seven nations that comprised it than
they were taught in their modest schoolhouse. In addition, he introduced them
to the higher mathematics, philosophy, etiquette, and composition, while his
closest friend, Doctor Phinneas Crowe, taught them anatomy and basic alchemy. As
a result, when Macallister and his son sauntered about boasting an expensive
education, forays to court, and noble blood, extolling their superiority in
every insolent roll of the eye and snicker, it nettled Elias to no end. Cormik
thought he and his were better than other men, and while Elias tried to follow
his father’s advice and ignore his childhood antagonist, at that moment he
hungered for nothing more than to strike him down.


Perhaps Cormik saw something in Elias in that instant, for
his smile faltered and he leaned back on his heels, as if repelled by a
magnetic force.


Danica, who had kept a close watch on Elias, grew alarmed. She
had been attempting to make eye contact with her brother, and offer him a
reassuring wink or nod, but he seemed intent on ignoring the crowd. She
recognized the change that stole over his bearing at once. His head bowed down
between hunched shoulders and he leaned forward, standing on the balls of his
feet, black eyes smoldering from under his pinched brow, and that meant one
thing—Elias had the rage on him.


Though he was loath to admit it, her brother had a red
temper. While Elias did not anger easily or often, when he did he became a
force to be reckoned with.


As soon as the next round began Elias leapt at Cormik with a
high slash angled at his head. Cormik scrambled away from the blow, startled by
its vehemence, and retorted with a hasty swing, designed not to make contact
but to push Elias back. Elias ignored the feint, skirting the wild attack with
a sidestepping lunge, and continued to press the offensive. He could have
easily driven Cormik from the circle and so scored a point, but Elias wanted
the satisfaction of striking his opponent.


Elias’s incessant blows forced Cormik to adopt a defensive
style, but the distiller began to tire from his heavy-handed offensive. It
dawned on him that if he expended all of his energy prematurely it could cost
him the match in later rounds. He drew back, feigning exhaustion. When Cormik
assumed an offensive posture once again, Elias lunged. He cried out as he did
so and stamped his forward foot onto the granite platform with an audible clap.
Cormik, unable to dodge the attack, brought his rapier low to intercept Elias. But
the thrust did not come. Elias had stayed his hand.


His overt, telegraphed lunge with the stamping foot
diversion had been designed to startle Cormik into drawing back or trick him
into a premature parry. Cormik realized his mistake mid parry and threw himself
into a hasty strafe, but was too late.


After Cormik’s rapier swept harmlessly by, Elias had but to
extend his arm and poke Cormik in the belly, thus ending the third round.


Danica hooted, the crowd buzzed with excitement. She
hazarded a glance at Macallister who stood statue-still and looked on with a
darkened expression. The wide brim of his rancher hat concealed most of his
features, but she could see the angry set of his jaw and all but hear his teeth
grinding.


Elias wiped sweat from his brow. His fury had cooled, but he
had no intention of letting up. The taste of victory on his lips drove away any
thought of exhaustion, and he eagerly anticipated the look on Cormik’s face
when he realized that he had been beaten by a mere commoner. Needing only a
single point to win the match, Elias figured Cormik would fight desperately,
which would provide him with ample openings.


The fourth round began and the two men rushed each other. The
sound of clashing steel rang into the night, accompanied by grunts of effort as
the fencers thrust, parried, and riposted as fast as their bodies allowed. The
villagers looked on, silent to a man, transfixed by the drama unfolding before
them.


Elias sought advantage and opportunity by continuing to
buffet Cormik with a rain of heavy-handed blows. Cormik, though, remained an adept
swordsman, and, despite having underestimated Elias earlier, fought with skill
and panache.


After some long-felt minutes of combat, Elias drove Cormik
to the edge of the circle with his relentless offense. Cornered, Cormik fought
like a caged animal. His face contorted into a feral mask as his lips drew back,
teeth bared in a snarl. Elias, so close to victory renewed his efforts. He fell
into a rhythm of strokes, yielding his conscious mind to instinct and waited
for an opening.


Then, everything turned upside down.


Elias lay on his back, still registering out how he had
gotten there. Cormik’s lips had moved all but imperceptibly as he breathed out
a couple of barely audible words while gesturing with his free hand. He kept his
hand low and close to his body, to cloak the gesture. Then Elias had tumbled
backward as he was struck in the torso by an invisible force.


Cormik pounced, reversing his grip on his rapier, and
stabbed down at Elias. Reflexively, the prone distiller caught the rapier by
the blade with his left hand. Cormik leaned his weight onto the rapier, teeth
clenched in effort, while Elias strained to hold it at bay. Elias cast aside
his foil and added his right hand to the effort. He attempted to push Cormik’s
blade to the side so that he could regain his feet. Elias heard Ulric Bromstead
screaming as he mounted the dais.


Elias was able to keep the rapier from descending any
further, in a struggle that took mere seconds but to the beleaguered distiller
felt an eternity. Then he heard a ripping sound. At first confused as to where
the sound came from, his eyes focused on the rapier’s leather sheaf. The
threads that held the sheaf together at the point began to snap under the
pressure—the steel of the rapier was sliding through.


Elias saw a flash of red. The rapier tore from his hand. He
rolled to the side and off the fencing dais, hands raised to ward off further
blows. When no such assault came, Elias turned his attention back to the dais.


Elias’s mouth fell open in shock. The woman in the red dress
that he had seen dancing by the gazebo, stood in the fencing circle with a boot
on Cormik’s chest. Sensing eyes on her, she turned her gaze from Cormik to
Elias for a beat and gave him a nod.


Danica and Asa rushed to Elias’s side, with Lar a step
behind. Elias’s eyes remained fixed on the woman in the red dress, while their
hands roamed over him checking for injuries. Roderick Macallister climbed onto
the dais and demanded that his son be unhanded. The crowd roared. Elias,
Danica, Asa, and Lar climbed the dais as well so as to avoid the pressing mob.


“Enough!” cried Ulric Bromstead.


Asa had once confided in Elias that she suspected her
father’s success as Mayor was largely due to his voice, which could be heard
from miles away and had the thunder to shatter glass. Incidentally, the villagers
fell silent.


“Everything is under control,” said the mayor. “This was
nothing more than a misunderstanding, so I would appreciate it if everyone
would just calm down and go about enjoying the fair. This contest is over.” He
waited a moment as the crowd lingered and then shooed them with a wave of his
hand. “Go on! Get!”


With that the reluctant villagers melted into the night,
many casting furtive glances over their shoulders. Satisfied they were on their
way, Ulric turned his attention to those on the dais—Elias, Cormik, Roderick
Macallister, Danica, Asa, Lar, and the woman in the red dress.


“What the hell happened here?” he asked, addressing no one
in particular, before turning his attention, and ire, to Cormik. “I never
should have allowed you the use of real steel, even with that ridiculous
sparring sheath, Cormik. I don’t know what in the nine hells ever possessed me
to agree to it in the first place, except that perhaps your Macallister whiskey
has dulled my wits.”


Elias, who watched her with open interest, saw the woman in
the red dress’s face darken at the Mayor’s words. She glared at Cormik, who
ignored her with practiced nonchalance and, with smug expression, offered
Bromstead only a shrug.


Bromstead made a disgusted sound in his throat and shook his
head to himself, then turned to the woman in red. “And who in tarnation are
you?”


“Indeed!” said Roderick Macallister. “This woman has
accosted my son! Her involvement could have caused serious injury!”


“Oh, do shut-up, Roderick,” Bromstead said. “She might well
have saved Elias’s hide.” He took the rapier from the woman and held it up. “It
seems your son failed to notice his blade slipping out of his sheath.”


“An accident, I assure you, Mayor,” said Cormik, answering
for his speechless father. “Furthermore, Elias really shouldn’t have grabbed
the blade. Not only is touching the opposing blade with a hand a concession of
a point, but doing so is what caused the sheaf’s malfunction.”


“That’s horse manure, and you know it!” Danica all but shouted.
“You were intent on putting a hole in him!”


Danica’s words started an avalanche, as Asa, Lar, and the
Macallisters all started talking at the same time, each vying to be heard. The situation
soon devolved into a shouting match, with Bromstead trying in vain to intercede
and cool hot tempers.


The enigmatic woman looked on stoically. She exchanged
glances with Elias, for they were the only two not involved in the argument. With
a shake of her head she turned to leave the dais.


“Wait a hot minute!” Macallister bellowed as her movement
caught his eye. “Where do you think you’re going?”


This silenced the group, who had, to a man, forgotten the
stranger in the heat of the moment. As one, they turned their attention back to
her.


The imperious woman turned on her heels to face the
villagers. She fixed her cobalt eyes on Macallister. “Roderick Macallister, I
presume?”


Macallister straightened his vest. “Viscount Macallister. And
who, pray tell, are you, who saw fit to accost my son?”


The woman arched an eyebrow. “Very well, Viscount. My name
is Bryn. Lady Bryn Denar.” At her pronouncement of the surname Denar, Bromstead
and Macallister blanched. “I am first cousin to your queen. Among my other
duties at court I have been appointed to the office of Deputy Tax Bursar.” She
flashed Macallister a honey sweet smile. “Men seem so much more willing to give
up coin to a woman.


“I am here to collect Ogressa Duchy’s harvest tax. Fortunately
for me I arrived in your hospitable town on a festival day.”


“Welcome to Knoll Creek, my Lady,” Bromstead said, suddenly
unsure what to do with his hands, while Macallister, who for once had no pithy
retort forthcoming, said, “Oh.”


“Oh, indeed,” Lady Denar said. “In answer to your query,
Viscount, I saw fit to accost your son, because he doesn’t play fair.” She
shot Cormik a significant look. “His careless disregard for the rules of
engagement is ungentlemanly at best and unlawful at worst. Trained, as all high
lords are, in the basic Arcanum, I was the first to see his treachery, and so
reacted first. I trust you forgive my incursion, Mayor.”


“Naturally, my Lady,” said Bromstead.


A pregnant moment of silence fell over the dais as the
implication of Lady Denar’s words sunk in. Then, Bromstead and Macallister
stumbled over each other in an effort to welcome her Ladyship and express their
gratitude for her intervention in a situation that was surely an accident, and
wouldn’t it be best for everyone if we could just put this whole business
behind us? The corners of her lips curled in a near smile and her startlingly
blue eyes sparkled.


“Well,” she said, “I think I will take my leave, then. Mayor,
expect a visit from me tomorrow, for there are matters of state to discuss. This
concerns you as well, Macallister, for as viscount you are steward of Lord
Ogressa’s lands in his absence, and viscounts have a fiscal responsibility to
their county. I will gladly accept your invitation to the—what is it you call
it in these parts?—oh, yes, shin dig that I hear you will be having in a few
days. We can get better acquainted then.”


“Yes, my Lady,” said Macallister with a stiff bow, and an
equally stiff smile.


Lady Denar turned her attention to Elias and gave him an
appraising look. “And a good night to you, master. You fought well. I daresay
you fence almost as well as I do.”


“You honor me, my Lady,” Elias said while bowing his head,
“and may I say that you are a credit to your house.”


Bryn Denar raised a delicate eyebrow, her eyes lingering on
Elias, before turning on her heels and striding away. She approached two men,
wearing the crimson and gold of House Denar, who stood underneath a poplar
tree, where they had watched the proceedings on the dais. She swept past them
with nary a pause and they fell into rank behind her, without so much as a
glance behind.


The woman was an arcanist, that much was sure, thought
Elias, for she of all the onlookers had detected Cormik’s surreptitious spell. Elias
watched the flamboyant tax bursar and her retainers melt into the night and
wondered.


†


Padraic sat up, smoking in his arm chair, when his
children came home.


He appeared unsurprised as they told their tale, although,
in Elias’s experience, nothing ever seemed to catch his father off guard. Danica
told most of the story, which suited Elias just fine, who paid only cursory
attention to their conversation, for he was deep in thought. For all her
protestations to the contrary, Danica thrived on drama.


After Padraic rendered the obligatory fatherly wisdom,
Danica, sufficiently calmed, went to bed. Elias sat up with his father and
after ruminating behind three-fingers of knoll said, “Cormik used a spell on me.”


Padraic leaned forward in his chair. “You’re sure?”


“Without a doubt. I had him cornered at the edge of the
ring. He was finished. Then he made a gesture with his left hand, but he kept
it close to the cuff so I don’t think anyone else saw, and whispered a word or
two in a strange tongue. The next thing I knew, I was laying on my back, feeling
like a mule kicked me in the belly.”


“How bad is it? Do you think your ribs are broken?”


“Bruised at the worst. No, I’ll live, but I’m not looking
forward to tomorrow morning, I can tell you that.”


“All the same, I think we better stop by and see Phinneas
tomorrow, just to be sure. It’s high time we pay that old goat a visit anyway. Besides,
I am sure Danica wouldn’t mind seeing the man that set her on her way to
becoming a doctor.”


Elias agreed, knowing better than to argue with his father, and
it would be good to see the doctor. A smile came to Elias despite his black
mood, as he remembered his bit of good fortune. “It shouldn’t be too
inconvenient,” he said slyly. “We can drop off the Knoll Barrels first, and
then cut through Lurkwood to go visit the Doctor.”


“What’s this, then?”


Elias told his father about his chance encounter with a
Merchant bound for Peidra. After they shared in the excitement of the windfall,
the two men fell silent, each pondering the strange happenings of the night,
and the ramifications. They had enough trouble with the Macallisters when they
feigned civility, but now that they had been humiliated in public, and in front
of a member of the royal family, each man could only guess at what the future
would hold.


After some minutes Elias said, “Father?”


“Yes, Elias?”


“What are we going to do about this?”


Padraic shifted in his chair and lit another cigarette. “Same
as always, I expect. We’ve been neighbors with the Macallisters a long time. We
stay out of their way, ignore them as best we can.”


Elias snorted. Calling the Macallisters neighbors was
something of an overstatement. The Duana homestead bordered some of their ranch
lands, but their manor house was a solid five miles across the prairie. House
Macallister owned half Knoll Creek, so by that standard, half the township were
neighbors to the Macallisters. “And if Cormik comes around looking for
trouble?”


“Then we send him on his way. He may call you out to duel,
though I suspect Lady Denar’s involvement tonight will probably have put that
possibility to bed. In the rare event that happens, you can simply refuse him. A
dead Macallister will do us no good at all. No, if they seek satisfaction it
will likely come in the form of some kind of subterfuge, or scheme to undermine
our business or name.”


“Nothing new there,” said Elias. “Our homestead is the one
jewel that’s always eluded Macallister.” Padraic grunted his assent. “So, what
then? We can look forward to them sneaking up on us in the night and setting
our house to flame with a fireball?”


Padraic laughed. “Somehow I think not. If I am sure of anything,
it is that the Macallisters do not have that kind of power at their disposal. Cormik’s
use of the cantrip was foolhardy at best, but I can’t imagine he would be
stupid enough to do so again and certainly not openly. Crown law is very
specific on the offensive use of magic by civilians.”


“You said Macallister was no wizard,” Elias said, the hint
of an accusation in his tone.


“And I stand by it. As distressing as being on the wrong end
of the arcane was tonight, the cantrip he used on you was peanuts compared to
the power of a true wizard of the higher orders.”


“If that’s the case I’m not sure I want to meet the real
deal. Still, where did he learn such a trick, I wonder?”


“I imagine his father purchased a lesson from some
unscrupulous arcanist in Peidra and taught it to Cormik, or, more likely,
acquired an enchanted bauble designed to release a stored bit of magic when the
appropriate trigger, usually a command word, is used.”


Elias leaned forward and fixed hungry eyes on his father. “You
seem to know an awful lot about the subject. Can you teach me any
incantations?”


“Elias, it’s not that simple. One cannot pick up a tome of
magical lore, read off a list of words and expect magic to happen. Pronouncing
words correctly in some long dead language is not going to give you arcane
mastery.”


“I’m serious, dad. I know that you can use magic. I’ve heard
people talk about your adventures and the things you did. You told me about the
tapestry, but not how one accesses it. If not through incantation, how does
magic work?”


Padraic Duana exhaled a blue stream of smoke. “You should
know by now that the tales of my heroics in service to the crown have been
greatly exaggerated.” He thought about telling Elias the conversation was over,
but he read in his son an eagerness that bordered on obsession—an obsession
that largely existed because of his own actions. Elias was gifted, and he hoped
for neither the first, nor the last time, that he had made the correct
decisions regarding his training. For the second time that day, he realized
that if he didn’t cool the fire of Elias’s curiosity, he might seek other
methods to slake his thirst for knowledge, and that could prove most dangerous.


“The words themselves,” Padraic said, “do not explicitly give
the magic power, but, rather, focus the mind. The way to think of it is like
this—the wizard’s own, for the lack of a better word, creativity shapes his
magic.”


“So, what you are saying is that magic comes from inside the
individual, and not from ritual?”


“Essentially. Nearly limitless energy permeates the universe
and a properly trained arcanist can channel this energy and bend it to his
will. But our own personality, minds, and expectations shape that energy. While
there are differing theories on the origins and mechanics of magic, this is the
school of thought I prescribe to.”


“So words aren’t necessary—just a knowledge of this energy
and how to manipulate it?”


Padraic sighed. “The only absolute in magic, son, is that
there are no absolutes. We all shape the magic we use in our own way. If you
believe you need to speak in tongues to perform magic, than you will. For
example, many arcanists use geometry and geometric spell forms to channel
magic, believing it helps harness and focus magical energy. In short, it is the
power of our thoughts and will that give magic life.”


“Huh,” said Elias, perhaps more confused than he was before.


“Don’t worry, son,” Padraic said around a smile, “some have
dedicated their entire lives to understanding the fundamental nature of magic
and have come no closer than you and I.”


With that said, Padraic Duana leaned back in his chair and
closed his eyes. He dwelt briefly on the past, remembering when he, younger
than Elias was now, went to Peidra seeking adventure among the sweeping marble
arches and wide cobblestone avenues. “Well, Elias, I suppose it best we hit the
hay. We have an early start tomorrow.”


Recognizing a dismissal when he saw one, Elias rose. He
turned as he approached the hallway leading to his bedroom. “She knew that he
used magic. The Tax Bursar, Lady Denar.”


“How’s that?”


“She as much called Cormik out. She said that she was
trained in the basic Arcanum, and so saw his treachery at once, which is why
she was first on the scene. I’m not sure if the others picked up what she was
putting down, but I can tell you the Macallisters did.”


Padraic’s expression grew thoughtful. “Perhaps there is more
to our Deputy Tax Bursar than we had imagined. If so, she has tipped her hand,
but to what purpose? In any case, a man could have worse allies than a cousin
to the queen.”


As Elias drifted off to sleep that night he found himself
thinking of the woman in the red dress.









Chapter 4


Waylaid


Elias sighed, content, as the midday sun loosened his
sore muscles. He hadn’t slept well the night before, and fatigue gave his
morning a dreamy, airy feeling. He knew he was in good hands, though, with his
father behind the reins, while Asa and Danica sat in the back of the open
carriage, taking turns telling him stories and catching him up on the latest gossip.


His eyelids fluttered open and he looked toward the horizon.
They would be at the old Mayfair Manor in minutes. After selling the Knoll
barrels to Slade it wouldn’t be far to Doctor Phinneas’s estate, where they
could visit with their father’s old friend and see to Elias’s injuries. As he
sat forward to stretch and muster some much needed energy the haft of his
father’s walking cane dug into his side.


He hadn’t noticed it before, although it didn’t surprise
him. Padraic Duana often brought the thick stave with him on solitary travels, though
the hale distiller certainly did not need it to walk. Rather, his father, who
eschewed carrying steel, brought the stave as a precaution on the road in case
he ran into trouble. Elias smiled to himself. He found it reassuring that even
if trouble did find his father he required only a stick and not a real sword.


They turned a bend, clearing a copse of trees, and the
Mayfair Manor came into view. It sat atop a hillock, in parody of a castle atop
a mountain. A white limestone façade covered the exterior of the house, and
white columns spanned a wrap-around porch, the only reprieve from the severe
angles that comprised the helm and pavilion roofs. The manor showed a lack of
care, as lichen and moss had claimed the bottom portion of the columns, and
mottled spots dotted the facade of the house.


As they neared the manor a peculiar feeling of anxiety stole
over Elias. His heart quickened and his stomach dropped, goose-bumps rose on
his arms, and despite the sun he turned cold to his marrow.


They approached within a hundred yards of the house, but
Elias saw no sign of Slade or his caravan. He looked to his father. Padraic
Duana’s face had turned ashen and he reached for his cane with one hand and reined
in the horses with the other. Elias’s panic doubled at the sight of his father.
“I’m sorry, son,” Padraic said. His eyes caught the light of the sun and
glistened.


“What is it? What’s wrong?” Danica said from behind them,
sensing their distress. “Daddy?”


The manor door crashed open.


When Elias looked back on this day, this moment, which he
would do countless times in the years remaining to him, he would first remember
how unremarkable the face of evil was. In boyhood fantasies, fostered by many a
fanciful novel, he imagined practitioners of the black arts to be gnarled and
malformed creatures, pale-skinned from lack of sunlight, wearing heavy black
robes that hid their faces in deep, shadowy cowls. This man was anything but. He
dressed in normal clothes, if a little ostentatious, like the night before. His
linen shirt, breeches, vest, and cape were of fine make, but were of neutral
tones, and no more flashy than the dress of a prominent rancher.


The sense of it, however, was another matter entirely.


Elias recognized the figure that stepped onto the porch, but
it was not the same man he had met last night. Slade’s manner had been carefree
and his countenance given to good humor and jest. This man moved like a
panther, and an unnatural air bled from him like an invisible, reeking vapor. The
irises of his eyes reflected the sun like a wolf’s in firelight.


Padraic ordered Danica and Asa to get down while Elias and
Slade sized each other up. Padraic gave Elias one final look. Though the whites
of his father’s eyes showed a little more than usual, to Elias, they looked as
gentle and calm as ever. He waved a hand over the horses, his eyes still fixed
on his son, and in a rich, sibilant tongue, spoke a single word. “Dormena.”


Before Elias had time to register what happened, Padraic
Duana exploded into action, bounding off the carriage in a fluid leap that
defied gravity, cane in hand.


Elias scrambled into the driver’s box, reaching for the reins,
and then a whirlwind of activity happened all at once: A second man, garbed like
Slade, stepped onto the porch with a nocked longbow in hand and fired an arrow;
the horses began to turn; and Padraic and Slade joined in combat, the latter
wielding a wicked, curved sword.


Elias looked down, stupefied, to see a black fletched arrow
protruding from his chest.


The horses, frothing with effort, had completed their turn
and strained to gain the protection offered by the copse of trees. Danica and
Asa screamed in abject terror. The archer continued to fire with alarming
celerity. Elias tried to tell them to get down, but he could not find his voice
and managed only an inarticulate grunt as his vision darkened. Both women
reached for the swaying Elias, to keep him from being unseated from his
precarious perch in the driver’ box, but the carriage lurched wildly as it
entered the cover of the tree-line.


Danica lost her footing, and Elias’s left arm numbed,
lacking the strength to hold onto her, even as she tried to pull him into the
passenger cabin. They both went down. Elias sprawled into the driver’s box and Danica
tumbled from the carriage.


Elias reached for the reigns only to find them gone, dragging
in the dirt. He managed to find the breath to call the horses to halt, but the
ensorcelled steeds did not heed him. He turned to Asa. A blood-stained arrow
sprouted from her bosom.


Asa’s blue eyes went wide and her pupils dilated. A sensation
of pins-and-needles washed over Elias’s entire body. His mind reeled as he
looked back and forth between Asa and Danica, who lay motionless in the
distance, growing smaller with every passing second.


Elias tried to stand in the pitching carriage, but his legs
failed him and white pin-pricks of light danced across his field of vision. In
a final effort of strength he pulled Asa into the coach box with him and
cradled her in his lap. Tears slid from her eyes in lazy streams as she looked
up at her betrothed.


Elias would have ample time in the following days to brood
over precisely what Asa cried for. She cried for fear of death—that was
certain. Perhaps she cried also for Elias, and the life they would never get a
chance to share. Perhaps she cried for the children she would never mother with
the man she loved, or for the thousand little concerns and pleasures that
seemed so important in life but were now lost to her forever.


Asa tried to speak, but her words came out as a gurgle of
black blood. Her eyelids fluttered, but she could only keep them half open. Her
bottom lip trembled. “Shhh,” Elias said as he smiled around the salt of his own
tears. “You can close your eyes and rest if you like. The arrow didn’t hit any
major arteries,” he lied. “You’re going to be just fine. Phinneas will fix you up
right, you’ll see. We’ll be there soon.”


Asa smiled, and died.


Elias sobbed and pulled her to his breast, breathing in the
scent of her for the last time. He held his dead betrothed, and felt the
corners of his world darken. His vision blackened around the edges and he grew
faint. Despair crawled over him, and he surrendered to it. In a few surreal
moments everything had been taken from him. Soon, Elias thought, he would
follow his family into death.


He looked at Asa’s face, serene in death but bereft of the
cherubin exuberance that had illuminated it in life. As he continued to look upon
her, a black rage roiled within him. The darkness at the edge of his vision melted
into red, as that smoldering rage took to flame, and he knew that he could not
let himself die—not yet.


Elias took a deep breath and looked down at the arrow
protruding from his chest. The arrow had struck him not an inch below his left collarbone.
Blood soaked his shirt to the waist—a not insignificant amount of it from Asa—but
the wound bled now only in a trickle. He went to pull the arrow out, but then
thought better of it. He remembered someone telling him once that removing an
arrow without a healer at hand was a grave mistake. Instead he braced the arrow
between his index and middle fingers and pressed down his hand to staunch the
bleeding.


Elias screamed.


From the pain he drew resolve and focused on it to remain
conscious and with vehement curses urged the galloping horses onward, toward Phinneas
Crowe’s homestead.


†


Padraic Duana fought hard, and well. Despite this, his
situation proved impossible.


His foe, clearly an expert swordsman, fought with a strength
and agility that could only be possessed by a disciple of the arcane arts. Moreover,
his cane could not hold up against the steel of his enemy’s scimitar, which had
been enchanted, for it was the black steel of the Scarlet Hand.


Padraic sought to evade Slade’s attacks primarily, and if
blocking proved necessary he parried against the flat of Slade’s blade. He
brought as much of his magic to bear as he could, sending his will along his
cane to strengthen it. A pale blue energy enveloped his stave and turned back a
measure of Slade’s fell power, and his scimitar. He lacked sufficient power to
attempt a more intricate arcane working, for he had invested most of his magic
in Elias and Danica.


Padraic’s tactic worked for but a minute, yet it was long
enough to buy the spelled horses the time to pull the carriage to the relative
safety of the Lurkwood, which had been his intent, but when he needed to block a
blow aimed at his abdomen, his cane cut in two. Padraic Duana was all but
eviscerated, but he refused to fall to his knees as his body demanded of him. He
knew he was finished but he held himself proudly and met the gaze of his enemy.


“Defiant to the end, Duana,” Slade said, not unkindly. “Feel
no shame, you fought well under the circumstances.”


“I arrowed the blond through the heart,” said the archer,
who walked up to Slade, having watched the duel play out from a safe distance. “She
is finished. The Duana girl fell from the carriage. She’s alive but unconscious.
I only winged the boy, as you ordered.”


“His sword arm?” asked Slade. “The boy can fight.”


The archer hesitated. “No. He was turned from me, so I had
to take the other shoulder, or miss the shot all together.”


“Well, I s’pose you did the best you could, friend,” Slade
said adopting the accent used in the rural regions of Galacia, mania dancing in
his eyes. He raised a hand, fingers crooked into a claw, and black bolts of
lighting lanced from his fingertips. The force of the blast lifted the archer
from his feet and threw him a half-dozen feet. He lay convulsing on the earth
as ripples of puce electricity oscillated over his smoking body.


Slade turned his black eyes back to Padraic. “Where were
we?”


“You’re going to live to regret leaving Elias alive, but not
for long,” said Padraic.


Perhaps Slade saw something then in Padraic’s expression, or
sensed a portent himself, for his smile faltered a hair. “You boast, even at
the end, Marshal. I respect that. It’s almost a pity I’ve slain you.”


“Answer me one thing, assassin. Why this elaborate ruse? Has
the Scarlet Hand fallen so far that it now must subsist on contracts to
assassinate farmers?”


“All work and no play, Duana. But no. Your enemy pays well,
but not that well. My Lieutenant’s reason for accepting the contract was that
you number among the few that can stand in our way, and my masters would see
you all extinguished. Thanks to your rancher friend, we discovered who you are,
or, shall I say, who you were before you went into hiding, Sentinel.”


Slade flashed him his teeth in a vulpine grin. “For my part,
I couldn’t pass up a chance to kill a Marshal of your reputation. They say you
were the best.”


“That a fact?”


“It is, but that’s just sugar in my coffee.”


Here it comes, thought Padraic. “What is it you really came
to Knoll Creek for?”


Slade leaned in, close enough that Padraic could feel the
heat of his breath and see the fell power dancing behind his eyes. “We are both
men of honor, Sentinel, though we serve different masters. Your son yet lives
and your daughter can be spared. Though you are dead, I will give you the lives
of your children.”


“Your price?” said Padraic softly, although he knew.


“The Dashin. Where is it?”


“All this for a sword.”


“No mere sword, as you well know,” Slade spat, trembling
with excitement. “Where is it?” He held out his hand between them. Oily
tendrils of magic snaked out from his shirtsleeve and coiled around his wrist
and hand. “I will bind myself to my words. Your children for the Dashin.”


“Where’s the rest of your Hand?”


“This is a personal mission.”


Padraic looked pointedly at the smoking archer. “You want
the sword for yourself.”


“It belongs to the Scarlet Hand. It belongs to me!”


“The Dashin is an heirloom of House Senestrati,
crafted before they fell into shadow.”


“You’re stalling.” Slade held out his hand, tendrils of dark
magic writhing toward Padraic. “Your children for the Dashin. What say
you!?”


Padraic closed his eyes and took a deep breath. He felt his
resolve cracking. He thought of his wife as the life leaked out of him. Edora
would tell him to have faith, and he did—in his son. The time had come for
someone else to take up the sword and shield, and as much as he had tried he
could not pull his children from the tide of their destiny.


“The Dashin is warded from you and yours, which is
why you can’t sense it,” said Padraic. “Even if it were a foot away you
wouldn’t be able to lay a finger on it, or even detect its aura. But, then, you
knew that. Thus the charade.”


Slade stepped back and Padraic felt the rage and madness
pour off him. “Die a fool then. It matters not. Your son will want vengeance
for you and his woman. That, and the thought that his sister may yet live will
ensure he comes for me. I’ll keep her alive for bait but, oh, how I will make her
sing. Yes, your son will come, and he will bring the Dashin to me.”


“He brings only your destruction.”


Slade raised his scimitar. “Any last words?”


Padraic found himself glad that the banter had come to an
end, for he had grown weary. He looked past Slade as a twinkle caught his eyes
in the distance. At the edge of the Lurkwood stood an ethereal woman clad in
gossamer.


His wife looked like she did on their wedding day: resplendent
in ivory, wearing a garland of wytchwood, dark hair springing capriciously
about her throat and face. Padraic blinked away a tear to discover a host of
figures had joined her, wreathed in alabaster, blue, green, and rose spirit
fire. Many of the shades he knew in life, while others remained unknown to him,
yet they seemed somehow familiar.


Edora beckoned to him. Slade swung his scimitar, but the Marshal
did not see it or feel its sting. Padraic Duana died with the name of his wife
on his lips.









Chapter 5


Bishops, Queens, and Pawns


Sarad Mirengi offered an exaggerated nod to the man
kneeling at his feet, his countenance a well-practiced mask of concern.


The supplicant before him, a philandering noble with a taste
for young flesh, looked up at him expectantly with wet eyes. Sarad favored him
with an indulgent smile and sat back in his satin lined chair, which resembled
nothing so much as a throne.


“My son, there is no question that your carnal appetites are
an affront to God,” Sarad said, savoring the moment as Duke Vachel Ogressa’s
face turned ashen. “Be that as it may, none may say that they are perfect in
the eyes of the One God. Through your urges, he tests you, preparing you for
his divine light. Your suffering shall purify your soul, my child. If you give unto
him, he shall give unto you and cured of your base afflictions shall you be.”


The color returned to Vachel’s face. “Thank-you Prelate,
your words have not fallen on deaf ears.” He wiped at tears with a sleeve, and
produced a coin purse from his tunic. He held it up in both hands as if
offering a relic. Sarad indicated his tea-table with a nod, as if above the
profanity of material wealth.


“You are pardoned, my child. May His light illuminate the
dark corners of your soul.” Sarad held out a hand and spoke in the tongue of
the ancient prophets of Aradur, his words charged and resonant, as if they
emanated from a vast distance, echoing from outside the constraints of this
world. A golden aureole of light encircled his hand and fanned outward.


Vachel closed his eyes against the vivid glow, and a smile
spread across his face as he basked in the warmth of Sarad’s blessing. A sense
of contentment washed over the kneeling Duke. The clerics of the One God had
been pardoning sinners for decades, but he had never heard tell of anything
like this. Rumor had it that Mirengi was favored by God, but Vachel never
guessed that the prelate was gifted with such miraculous power.


Suffused with renewed energy, Vachel sprung to his feet, the
heady sensation of the preternatural ritual coursing through his veins with all
the fire and potency of a strong Galacian whiskey.


“Go now, my child. It would please me to see you again,
Vachel. Next time you are at court do stop by for a visit.”


“You may count on it, your Holiness.” The Duke genuflected
and then swept out of the room.


As Sarad watched him go a crooked grin crept across his
face. He could use a man like Vachel. Having leverage on a man who was both a
Duke and High Lord of House Ogressa would prove most advantageous in the months
to come.


With each pardon he performed his renown grew—as did the
number of men in his thrall. The ritual was little more than a light show, save
for a little twist. Sarad wove an invisible charm, planting a seed in Vachel’s
unconscious mind. The suggestion would firm its hold over the ensuing days, and
the supplicant would find his mind drawn back to the Prelate of the Church of
the One God. He would remember Sarad with admiration and reverence. After the
hypnotic suggestion took root, with little effort Sarad would be able to
subjugate the Duke’s will entirely should the need arise. In the meantime, he
had guaranteed another loyal supporter.


He reclined in his chair, relishing in his new, opulent
chambers. It had only been a few short weeks since his predecessor had gone to
his great reward. The stubborn old bastard had hung tenaciously onto his
vitality into his eighties, and Sarad had already wasted enough time waiting
for the pious fool to expire.


Getting close enough to kill his predecessor without being
detected proved to be a near impossible task, what with the throng of the One
Guard milling about and the myriad wards wrought in time beyond record when
Galacia yet boasted wizards of merit, which is why he had waited as long as
possible for nature to take its course. Yet Sarad’s timetable for advancement
to the Church’s highest office in Galacia had run out and he had been forced to
take matters into his own hands.


It had been quite the challenge, for employing even his not
inconsiderable magic proved difficult. Aside from having to avoid tripping any
of the wards, many of which would trigger in the presence of even the weakest
of cantrips, if the Prelate died suddenly there would be an investigation. If a
discernible residue of magic remained, the wizards from Arcalum would know
there had been foul play.


In the end Sarad settled on a devilishly simple plan. Consulting
an ancient grimoire acquired through black market dealings, he discovered a
spell that detailed a clever way to bring death to ones enemies with a small
investment of power, and, more importantly, one which would allow the arcanist
to cast the spell off site.


Safe in his own chambers, he wove the spell without fear of
detection, for while wards were placed outside the cleric’s dormitory and in
the keep proper, there were none inside their modest bedrooms. The ritual
required one black spider and a fingernail, lock of hair, or any other part of
the victim’s body.


It had been easier than expected to procure the components. The
vain Prelate wore his hair to the shoulders in a silver mane, and was
fastidious in matters of personal hygiene. His predecessor had a habit of
combing his hair before audiences, so when Sarad made an unscheduled visit, the
Prelate hardly had time to give his locks the proper attention, and as such
left his comb out. When the opportunity presented itself, Sarad adroitly
plucked a hair from the comb, the aged patriarch none the wiser.


Once ensorcelled the spider’s bite became deadly and, thanks
to the totem, the insect unerringly homed in on the victim. The poison stopped
the heart within mere minutes, and the cause of death would be virtually
undetectable. He had engineered the perfect murder. As Sarad congratulated
himself a toothy grin erupted on his face that was anything but holy, for now
there was but one man who outranked him in the Church and that was the Holy
Father himself, the Shining One, who dwelt in far off Aradur, half a world
away.


Sarad was snapped from his reverie as he felt a familiar
pull in the back of his mind, like the chime of a low-pitched, resonant bell. An
electric tingle swept up his spine. His Lord summoned him. The wolf-like grin
melted and his face became a stoic mask, empty of emotion. He rose and strode
with slow, deliberate steps toward his study.


He locked the door and then spun his hands, fingers splayed,
over one another in a circular motion. His pale blue eyes narrowed as he
focused his will and cast a spell. Sarad summoned a ward, as a failsafe, to
prevent anyone from barging in on him. The ward would make it virtually
impossible to break down the door by any mundane means.


That done, he waved his hand cursorily over the floor in the
center of the chamber and spoke a single word: Ikoro. The floor wavered
and shimmered, like the heat wave distortion in the air above a torch, and then
cleared to reveal a spell-circle rife with arcane runes and sigils, which were etched
into the floor in silver and intersected by long, sweeping lines.


Sarad used an illusion to hide his Wizard’s Circle from view,
lest anyone entering his study discover the true nature of their nascent
Prelate.


With the illusion that obfuscated the circle dispelled,
Sarad readied himself to commune with his masters. He sat in the center of the
circle between a series of intertwining lines, closed his eyes, and began to
chant. The words he spoke would be indecipherable to any listener, save one of
his order, as a coherent language. Rather, they sounded like a discordant,
sibilant song pronounced in phonemes instead of words.


The circle began to emit a scarlet light.


He could feel the heat leeching from his body, as if an icy
fist held him fast it its grasp. Sarad opened his eyes. A shadowy form
coalesced in the scarlet blaze. The figure sat cross-legged, suspended in mid
air. His body was wreathed in waves of scarlet energy that clung to him like
liquid fire. His eyes, however, were an inky void, as depthless and as devouring
as a starless, moonless night.


“Sarad,” the figure said simply.


“Greetings, my Liege. I humbly await your direction.”


“You have done well by securing the office of Prelate. We
are pleased. How go your efforts at subverting the court in Peidra?”


“I have made progress, faster than anticipated. As we
discussed, it is too early to begin posturing for political influence. However,
my blessings have ingratiated me to many members of the court and gentry, and
the number of those who seek the sacrament is growing exponentially.”


“Excellent. Before long they shall seek your counsel, and be
as clay in your hands to be shaped to our will. When House Denar is at its
weakest, the Hand will strike and you will open the door for our return.”


“So shall it be, my Lord.”


“Long have our agents been abroad in Agia, and long have
they waited for this moment. Hitherto, they have remained hidden, masquerading,
but soon shall they reveal themselves as the servants of a power long-forgotten
but not gone.”


With that said the ephemeral figure nodded once, and the
scarlet bindings that wound about him frayed, then dissipated. The lambent
threads lashed and snaked in the air like a taut sailor’s line abruptly cut. A
preternatural wind swept through the chamber. The arcane light spun into a
vortex, churned into a ball, then a pinprick before disappearing completely,
leaving an exhausted Prelate of The Church of the One God in its wake.


†


Elsewhere in the capital, a careworn Eithne Denar,
Queen of Galacia, resisted the impulse to rub her aching head.


She remembered the most valuable lesson her father had
taught her—never let the gentry see you rattled. She heard his voice even now. They
are jackals, Ith. If you prick your finger and let slip a single drop of blood,
they’ll take your whole hand, so eager will they be for a taste of it.


The queen wished for nothing more than to throttle the reedy
man who lectured her in a tone thick with condescension. Her tenuous grasp on
the favor of the court, however, stayed her hand. At thirty she was a
relatively young sovereign in the eyes of the gentry—a fact that Lord Geoffrey
Oberon was all too happy to remind her of. She could ill afford to alienate
House of Oberon as she had need of their ample resources and familial ties with
the royal house of neighboring Phyra. As the breadbasket of the continent of Agia,
Galacia long suffered a precarious position, and had need of all the allies she
could muster.


“Lord Oberon,” she said, “I sympathize with your concerns,
however, I feel they merit further consideration before any action is taken. We
will wait until more intelligence is gathered.”


“But, my Queen,” Oberon said, glancing around the room to
indicate that he addressed the entire assembly, “It is unthinkable to allow
Ittamar’s trade treaty with Aradur to go unopposed. By allowing the savage
North to engage in commerce freely with our allies, without even so much as a
formal complaint, we are condoning their infringement into southern lands, and
a possible alliance with a nation that has long been known for its
litigiousness. Furthermore, competition with the North could drive up the price
of Aradurian goods.”


“Dear Lord Oberon,” Eithne said with a warm smile, “I know
how much you enjoy curried chicken, but I don’t think you have need for worry.”
She paused a moment to allow her other advisors to chuckle at her joke. “Aradur’s
vast deserts do not allow for much fertile ground. They will always need our
grain.”


Oberon’s face colored and his lips pressed together in a
scarcely concealed grimace, which gave her a small rush of satisfaction.


“We’ve had two decades of peace with Ittamar,” Eithne
continued, “and I will take no action that could be construed as hostile unless
absolutely necessary.”


Lord Geoffrey Oberon nodded stiffly. “Yes, my Queen,” he
said and then took his chair, joining the other High Lords at the ovular
mahogany table that sat Galacia’s High Council.


“That,” said the queen, “concludes the Council of the Six.”


The five Lords, each the head of one of the original five
ruling houses of Galacia, stood and waited for their queen to exit the audience
chamber before filing out themselves.


Though a few may have shuddered involuntarily, as if walking
through a patch of cold air, their subconscious minds perhaps registering what
their physical senses could not, none noticed the invisible presence that
hovered near the door, watching them intently.


†


Eithne enjoyed a rare moment of solitude in her private
chambers. She raised a glass of wine to her lips with a delicate hand and
sighed deeply. After a heavy draught of the potent red, she placed the glass
down on her gilded, ebony dressing table. Eithne removed the slender circlet of
platinum that served as the symbol of her office with care, so as to avoid
snagging her chestnut tresses.


A knock sounded at her door. Eithne closed her eyes. “Who is
it?” she said, affecting her most regal tone.


“It’s Ogden, Your Grace,” a familiar voice announced.


A smile lighted her delicate features. Ogden had been her
father’s Steward, favored advisor, and confidant, so few found it surprising
that he fulfilled the same role for Eithne. As much an uncle as advisor, she
relied heavily on the venerable Ogden’s counsel. She rose and opened the door. “Come
in Ogden. What brings you to me?”


“A matter of some importance, I’m afraid. This has just
arrived via Aradurian messenger.” He held out a letter in his gnarled hand.


Eithne took the letter gingerly, as if it were a coiled
viper. The envelope read in a spidery hand For the Eyes of Eithne Denar,
Queen of Galacia. She turned the envelope over and her eyes widened. The
letter may have been delivered by an Aradurian courier, but it bore the seal of
the royal house of Ittamar. Galacia had not received official word from Ittamar
for some twenty years, since the tenuous peace treaty had been drawn.


Eithne led Ogden into her sitting room. She looked her
dearest friend in the eye. He met her gaze and nodded. Though aged, his eyes
still smoldered like the blue steel of a Marshal’s Shield. Galvanized, she
broke the seal.


Eithne Denar, Queen of all
Galacia:


I write to inform you that my father Istvan Rachman, High
King of Ittamar, is dead.


Through our history we have ever been at each other’s
throats, involved in one border conflict after another, in an antagonism that
culminated during my father’s long reign. I hope that with his passing so too
will the lingering vestiges of animosity between our nations.


It has been twenty winters since the last blood was drawn
between our peoples—one year of peace for each year of blood. I hope that this
has been sufficient time to heal our mutual wounds.


It is my hope that we may put our violent legacy aside
and begin diplomatic relations. In good faith, I wish to send an emissary, mine
own cousin Agnar Vundi, and some few kinsmen to accompany him, to initiate a
friendship between Galacia and Ittamar.


You are doubtlessly aware by now that we have engaged in
trade relations with Aradur. It is my desire that we negotiate a trade treaty
as well. The children of Ittamar are hungry and have need of your ample grain. In
turn, we have deep reservoirs of ore and precious metals in abundance.


While we can continue to acquire Galacian grain from our
dealings with Aradur, trading with you directly and cutting out the
intermediary would be beneficial to us both, for it means more grain for me at
a better price, and more coin for you.


My emissary and his party will wait at the central
standing-stone on the Sheer for your reply. Your men may approach without fear
of reprisal. On this I give my word. We ardently await your reply.


—Baruch Rachman, High King of Ittamar.


Eithne handed the letter to Ogden.
His eyes darted back and forth as he read, his brow furrowed. After he finished
with the letter Ogden sat back. He tapped a finger thoughtfully against his
lips and his bushy eyebrows drew down over his eyes like a cowl.


“So,” Eithne said, “what do you think?”


“He has a gentle hand and a cultured tone, unlike his
father.” Ogden sighed. “I don’t need to tell you how depleted our coffers are
of late, and we’re already in debt up to our eyeballs with House Oberon and
Phyra. It might be worth the risk. I can’t think what danger a single delegate
party could present.”


Eithne nodded. “Rachman must realize that his men would be
watched like hawks.”


“That, and let us not forget that his need of grain is real.
Your father often mused that the potato famine that struck Ittamar some
twenty-five years ago may have been the driving force behind their incursion
into southern lands. It is reasonable that he would seek a diplomatic way to
feed his people before resorting to another bloody conflict. If he can’t feed
his people in times of peace he will have next to no chance of doing so during
a campaign. No, I don’t think that Ittamar can risk another war with Galacia.”


Eithne snorted. “Nor can we,” she said, though Ogden knew it
as well as she. They had turned back Ittamar in the quarter-century war, but
only just.


Twenty years after the armistice Galacia still recovered
from the cost of the lengthy conflict, both in coin and the virtual loss of a
generation of men. The Galacian Regulars had yet to fully rebound, and was
almost entirely populated by youths barely out of adolescence and veterans who
should have, by rights, retired years ago.“We have to consider that this may be
a ruse,” Eithne said. “This trade delegation could be nothing more than a deft
ploy to sow dissent in our court, or to gather intelligence. A divided Galacia
is easy pickings, and if Ittamar has forged an alliance with Aradur, giving
them leave to case Peidra could be disastrous.”


Ogden offered his queen a broad smile. “Your father
instructed you well—to question everything.” Ogden spread his hands. “It could
be a cunning gambit, but it seems unlikely that Rachman would be willing to
sacrifice his cousin as he, to our knowledge, has no heir. Since the Ittamar
royal line passes only along the male bloodline, and Baruch has no living
brother, Vundi as his first cousin is heir to the throne. As a token of good
faith he sends a man who, for all intents and purposes, is a royal prince.


As for the possibility of a military alliance between
Ittamar and Aradur, such a campaign, for Aradur, would mean marching a thousand
miles across Erastes, or else up through the Spine of Agia and into the
northern climbs of Ittamar, only to march a thousand miles south again across
the Sheer and into Galacia. Again, it seems unlikely, particularly considering
the Aradur doesn’t want for wealth as it controls the eastern ports of Agia and
the spice trade.”


Eithne grunted in concession to Ogden’s reasoning and he
continued. “Istvan was a hard, merciless ruler, but perhaps his son is a
different man, as your father was a gentler ruler than your grandfather. If
Baruch intends foul play he is sending his heir on a suicide mission. At this
point the other seven nations of Agia pose a greater threat to Galacia than
Ittamar. Weakened as we are economically and militarily, how long will it be
before one of our southern neighbors decides we’re easy pickings? We could use
Ittamar gold, and iron. My advice, Eithne: proceed with the meeting, albeit
cautiously.”


Eithne looked hard at her chief counselor. She read only
candor in his sagacious countenance. She expected nothing else, but seeing it
written in the wrinkles of his face gave her strength.


She stood, slowly, and walked toward the window. Throwing
back the curtains the queen looked out upon her lands. Lush, verdant hills
rolled lazily into fields of grain that undulated and gleamed like a golden
sea.


“How will the court react to this decision?” said Eithne.


“Most of the houses will balk at first, but many will find
their outrage tempered by the promise of gold and precious ore. We have never
had an abundance of either, and Phyra and Erastes charge us a heavy price in
grain for coin. Much of the gentry have deep pockets but they know how much two
reigns of bloodshed drained our coffers and armaments. They fear a raise of
taxes more than war. If we can trade for gold bullion from Ittamar we can mint
more of our own currency, instead of relying on foreign coin and debt notes. If
you appeal to their greed, you may earn the support of the influential houses.”


“Very well, Ogden. In any case it will be an interesting
palaver come tomorrow.” Eithne Denar smiled thinly and continued to gaze out
her window. Trepidation held her heart in its icy grasp, while her stomach felt
like it contained a smoldering ball of lead. Eithne knew it essential that she
retain her tenuous control over the court. She would have to draft plans on how
to handle each House and Lord of consequence. She offered a quick prayer to the
One God and an invocation to her ancestors and father.


“Ogden, send for drink and food. I have a feeling it’s going
to be a long day.”









Chapter 6


Strange Awakenings


Elias woke with a start, fists clenched and a scream on
his lips, as he emerged from the shadowed depths of a surreal dream-world characterized
by the ringing of steel and the dark glow of fell magic.


Lar, who sat by his friend’s side through the night, flinched.
His chair tipped as he lumbered to his feet on legs numbed from having sat too
long. He thought to fetch the doctor, but Phinneas appeared in the doorway,
alerted by Elias’s cry. The two men exchanged glances before turning their
attention to Elias, each unsure how to proceed.


Elias sucked in ragged breaths and his eyes darted back and
forth, heavy yet with the fog of sleep, before realizing he was safe at
Phinneas Crowe’s homestead. He blinked away the fleeting shreds of the
nightmare, which yet lingered—a place where someone called for him from a dark
dungeon, their voice shrill with fear, but the threads already eluded him,
dissolving in the light of day.


Elias’s face crumpled as myriad emotions tore through him. To
Phinneas and Lar his expression was one of bewilderment, and while it was true
that he felt overcome, Elias knew one sure and abiding compulsion: he had to
go, and now.


Elias surveyed his surroundings as he recovered his
equilibrium. He lay abed in one of Phinneas’s spare bedrooms. As he sat up a
twinge lanced through his shoulder. He saw that the arrow had been removed, the
wound bandaged, and his left arm placed in a sling.


Elias looked up and his eyes fell on Lar. “How are you
here?”


“The Doctor sent for me yesterday,” Lar said, feeling
somehow guilty as Elias fixed his penetrating eyes on him.


“Yesterday,” Elias said, his anxiety consumed at once by
fury. “What time is it?”


“Almost noon,” said Phinneas, taking a step into the room. “You
lost a lot of blood and needed to rest. It was touch-and-go for a while there.”


“Noon. Son-of-a-crow. Do you realize how difficult it is
going to be tracking those bastards down now?” Elias threw back the covers and
made to rise.


“Not so hasty now,” Phinneas said and placed a restraining
hand on Elias’s good shoulder. Elias shot him a dark look, black eyes bright
and hot, that would have withered a lesser man, but Phinneas, who was all too
familiar with Padraic Duana’s piercing gaze, did not so much as blink. “Boy, I
saved your life. You owe me, and Lar here, the courtesy of seeing that my handiwork
and a sleepless night were not spent in vain. Considering how long you’ve been
out, you can spare me a moment to check your stitches, son.”


“I am son to no one now,” Elias said, but tolerated the doctor’s
ministrations.


“The stitches are holding,” Phinneas said, ignoring Elias’s
cryptic comment. “The wound looks good, and you don’t have a fever. How do you
feel?”


“Fit as a fiddle.” Phinneas arched an eyebrow and frowned
down at him. “A little stiff,” Elias conceded, some of the fire going out of him,
“but considering…everything…I feel remarkably well.”


Phinneas grunted. “You’re like your father in that way. You’re
both quick healers. If I could bottle that, I’d be able to buy a dozen head of
cattle.”


“Good, then. We are in agreement. I’m ready to go.”


“Elias,” said Lar, “be reasonable.”


Elias fixed his eyes onto his friend, but when he saw how
the giant man trembled, his retort died on his lips. “I must go after them,” he
said in a soft voice. “Can’t you see that?”


Lar’s eyes brimmed with tears as he looked into the black
iron of Elias’s glare. He glanced away and studied his feet.


Phinneas sat on the edge of the bed. “You are fortunate, to
be alive, Elias. That arrow missed your heart and major arteries by a hair. It’s
a miracle, really, and the one grace we can salvage from this tragedy. Don’t
throw it away, I beg of you. Stay here until you are well.”


“If I’ve been spared, whether by grace, fortune, or fate,
then I must believe it is for a purpose. If it’s not to see justice done, then
I would have rather died with them.”


“Listen,” said Lar, “Constable Oring has been to the Manor. There’s
no sign of the men who attacked you, but he’s working on tracking them down.”


Elias snorted. “Oring couldn’t track a stampeding bull
through mud.” He took off his sling and flexed his shoulder with a wince. “Now,
hand me a shirt.”


“Oring is no Marshal, true, but he is a good man,” Phinneas
said. “He has a posse twenty men strong, and has been scouring the countryside
for the last twelve hours. Those brigands don’t know the land like these good
ol’ boys. The posse will bring them in.”


“Not likely. Those fellows don’t know what they’re going up
against. Not that it matters. They won’t find hide nor hair of them.”


“What do you mean?” asked Phinneas. “You said there were
only two men.”


“I don’t remember our conversation, but, yes, there were two—Slade
and an archer. My last memory is of driving the horses through the Lurkwood. Frankly,
I am amazed we made it.”


“As am I,” said Phinneas, “but from what I saw the horses
were the ones doing the driving. They were maddened and half dead when you
arrived. They must have sprinted the entire way.”


“My father put some kind of spell on them. I could do
nothing to turn them back. Go on.”


Phinneas shrugged. “You were still conscious, although I
don’t know how, frankly. You were screaming like a…well, quite loud, really. You
grabbed me by the collar and told me that you had been attacked at the Mayfair
Manor by two men, one a merchant you met last night, and that your father and
Danica had fallen. Then you passed out. That’s when I sent for Lar and the
constable.”


Elias swallowed, his throat thick with emotion. “Where are
they? Where have they been taken?” he asked in a small voice.


“I had Asa taken to the Chapel in Knoll,” Phinneas said.


“What of my father and Danica?”


“Elias, there is something you need know,” Lar said,
exchanging a meaningful glance with Phinneas. “We haven’t found Danica, or your
father.”


Elias blanched. “What?!”


“Although,” Phinneas said slowly, “the posse did find a
patch of scorched earth at the Manor. Elias, what happened there?”


“This means it’s possible they’re still alive,” said Elias. He
threw off his blankets, stood up, and paced the room. His heart hammered
against his ribcage. “He may be holding them hostage.”


“But to what end?” said Phinneas, not unkindly. “This ambush
had two likely purposes. One, to steal four barrels of knoll—a tidy profit for
any highwayman—or, two, to take revenge on your father. As a dispatcher of
Crown Law, your father had no shortage of enemies.”


Elias ceased pacing and grew still. He looked out the
window. “This was no robbery.”


“How can you be sure?” said Phinneas, but a sinking feeling stole
over him. His every instinct told him that something about this entire
situation was very, very wrong.


“Slade—there was something off about him. Unnatural.” Elias
shook his head. “I can’t explain it to you. It’s like there was some kind of stain
on him. He’s no highwayman. No, he’s something else all together.”


“Oh,” was all the response Phinneas could muster, for he
knew exactly what his best friend’s son meant. Elias had just summarized the
dark aura that surrounded a fell wizard better than most veteran arcanists.


“And for all that,” said Elias as he continued to gaze out
the window onto Phinneas’s land, “my gut tells me that Macallister had a part
to play in all this.”


“You’ll get no argument from me that Macallister is one
scrupleless son-of-a-bitch,” Phinneas said, “but a murderer? I don’t know,
Elias.”


“One does wonder where Macallister would find men like
that,” Elias said. “But the day before last Macallister rode out to the
distillery and made yet another offer to buy our land and whiskey recipe. We
had refused Macallister time and again, so why ride all the way out to our
homestead to make yet another offer? I’ll tell you why—guilt. He hired those
men to ambush us, but figured he’d give us one last chance to sell.”


Silence hung heavy in the spare bedroom in the wake of
Elias’s words and the red rage that radiated from him. Elias could feel both
the doctor and Lar’s eyes on his back. He took a deep breath and closed his
eyes, willing his mind to slow. He turned from the window to face them. “I must
go and find him before it’s too late. I need answers and I need to find
evidence of Macallister’s involvement, and the only way I’m going to find any
answers is to track Slade down and bring him to justice.”


“How can you think to succeed where the posse has failed?”
Phinneas said.


Elias closed his eyes. In his mind’s-eye he saw the Manor
looming at the edge of the Lurkwood. The front door opened. A narrow staircase
wound into the bowels of the earth. Elias gasped and his eyelids snapped open. The
details of his dream had returned to him with a chilling certainty.


“Slade’s waiting for me,” Elias said. “He’s at the Manor.”


“That’s ridiculous,” said Lar. “It doesn’t make a lick of
sense. The posse searched every inch of that house. There’s nothing there.”


“I told you, Slade is no normal man. He is an arcanist of
some sort. Oring and his posse don’t have the means to find him. But I can feel
him.” Elias stepped toward them and rapped his index and middle fingers on his
sternum, hard. “Here. He’s close, laying in wait for me. I just know it.”


Lar paled and looked to Phinneas who shook his head and
studied the floor.


Phinneas knew that look in Elias’s wild eyes. He had seen it
before. “Elias,” Phinneas said, “you sound—“


“I know, crazy, but—“


Phinneas held up a hand. “I was going to say, you sound like
your father.” Phinneas walked to the closet and produced Elias’s boots and a
fresh shirt. “During my long friendship with your father, I learned to trust
his instincts. His intuition saved my hide on more than one occasion.”


Elias took the bundle from the doctor and quickly dressed
while Lar looked on, stymied. He usually couldn’t think of anything to say
under the best of circumstances, and now his mind went blank with a nameless,
pervasive fear. A feeling of dread radiated from his stomach, like he had a
gutful of poison berries. Lar couldn’t remember feeling so terrified, even when
his father took yellow fever. So much had been lost in the bizarre
circumstances of the last day that he didn’t know how much more he could
handle. Lar was about as superstitious as the average farmer—which was to say
very—and he knew in his bones that if Elias rode off to this ranch and returned
to Mayfair Manor, something awful was going to happen.


“If you’re dead set on this, you’re not riding out alone,”
Phinneas said when Elias finished dressing. “If you ride hard or get into a
fight that wound may open and it will go poorly for you.”


Elias offered Phinneas a thin, grim smile. “My sword arm is
good. I must do this. I must do it alone. And I must do it now.”


Phinneas looked hard at him, and tugged absent mindedly at
his nose. “If your mind can’t be changed, then I may as well help see that my
doctoring doesn’t go to waste.” Elias responded with a quizzical tilt of his
head, and Phinneas felt a shiver run up his spine, for he saw so much of
Padraic in his son at that moment. “I have something that can help you. Wait
here a hot second while I go fetch it.”


“I wouldn’t want your doctoring to go to waste, would I?”
said Elias in an attempt at levity, although the gesture felt stale even to
him.


Phinneas scurried out of the room and Elias returned to the
window and looked out on the doctor’s land and tried to clear his mind. He
could feel Lar’s eyes on him but ignored him. He didn’t want to scorn his old
friend, but he could ill afford a tender moment that might threaten his
resolve.


Phinneas whisked back into the room. “Here Elias,” he said
and held up a vial of murky liquid the color of coffee.


“What is it?” asked Elias, eyeing the strange brew
suspiciously.


“Don’t worry, it’s no trick. If I gave you a sedative and
you succeed in locating Slade, it might mean your death, and I don’t want that
on my conscience. It’s a tonic made from rare herbs. I learned the recipe
during the war and it came in handy more than once. I must admit, I am
applauding my foresight in brewing a batch.”


“What will it do?”


“Take it no more than an hour before you expect trouble—otherwise
it might wear off. It will dull your pain without dulling your wits. Rather, it
is a stimulant and will focus the mind and supply you with a rush of energy. It
might give you the edge you need. Also,” he said as he produced a small, round
loaf of bread from a pocket, “Eat this barley bread. You have been fasting for
almost a day and will need your strength.”


“Thank-you, Doctor, for everything. You’ve been a good
friend to us. Please stay here so I know where to find you if I need you.” Elias
took the vial and bread, and without further ado made to walk out of the room,
but he looked up to discover Lar barring the door with his six-four frame.


Lar crossed his thick arms over his chest and said, “You
know I’m coming with you.”


“You would only slow me down,” Elias said as kindly as he could.
“I love you like a brother, but stealthy and a fighter you are not. This isn’t
a game of storm-the-castle. Lar, you don’t even own a sword.”


“I have a bow,” said Lar. “I’m sure your father or Phinneas
here has an extra sword.”


“My father only has one sword, and I’m going to need it.” Elias
put a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Someone’s going to die today, and it’s
either Slade or me. This thing is between us and just us. You understand.”


“No, I don’t, and neither do you. If I was in your shoes,
would you let me ride off all alone and half-cocked?”


Elias looked up at the towering Lar, who filled the doorway
tidily, and sighed. “No, I don’t suppose I would.” He swayed on his feet and
Lar put out his hands to steady him.


“Elias, are you alright?”


Elias put a hand to his head. “Fine. I’m just a little
famished, I think. I better eat this bread before I go.” He returned to the bed
and sat down. He broke off a piece of bread with a shaking hand. “Doctor, would
you be so good as to fetch me a draught of water? Lar, why don’t you see if the
doctor has anything here to pass for a weapon, and then go ready the horses.”


“Of course,” said Lar, who had no intention of doing any
such thing, and with a nod motioned for Phinneas to join him in the hall.


Lar and Phinneas made their way to the kitchen, which smelt
of roasted barley as Phinneas’s Housekeeper, Agnes, had set fresh bread to
bake. Phinneas went to the well bucket, while Lar poured himself a shot of
whiskey.


“That was a close call,” Lar said. “I can’t believe we almost
let him go.”


“Don’t worry, son,” Phinneas said, as he rummaged for the
butter crock and some cheese. “That Slade character is long gone by now.”


Lar whirled on the doctor, incredulous. “What? Are you
bloody kidding me? What about trusting your instincts and you’re like
you father? Bloody horse manure!”


“Lar, take a breath. I do trust Elias’s instincts. Slade likely
is a highly trained assassin and arcanist who came to Knoll to settle accounts
with Padraic, and if anyone can bring him to justice, it will be Elias—eventually.
He is his father’s son. That having been said, a man clever enough to have
designed this elaborate ruse and catch Padraic Duana unawares, is too smart to
not have gone to ground. Skilled enough to take down an unarmed Padraic Duana
he may be, but a lone swordsman loitering about at the risk of taking on an entire
posse and the Constabulary of Knoll Creek? No, I think not.”


Lar shook his head. “You were actually going to just let him
loose on a wild goose chase? I don’t believe it.”


“Listen, son,” Phinneas said softly as a sharp pain stabbed
in his bosom, “we are all hurt by this tragedy, but no one more than that boy.”


“On that we can agree,” Lar replied, deflating once more.


Phinneas sat down opposite Lar, at his black-oak kitchen table,
and reached for the whiskey bottle. “I’ve seen many men in a hard way in my
long career as a physician, and it’s always the same. First, after the shock
from the loss settles, comes the anger. It seems a terrible thing, but it’s
good, because it protects the aggrieved, insulates him against what he can’t
accept. Elias is no different. Thoughts of revenge are all that he has to
sustain him now. Once that’s used up, only the cold reality of his situation
will remain, and I don’t know if he can survive that.”


Phinneas’s eyes grew wet, and Lar found himself tearing up as
well. “For the survivor’s guilt,” Phinneas said, “can kill him as surely as an
arrow through the heart.”


“So, as your cure, you thought to let him ride off in that
condition.”


Phinneas sighed. “I watched that boy grow. I know how
stubborn he can be. He was determined to ride out, and he needs to blow off
some steam. Truth be told his wound is minor, all things considered. The arrow
tore through the muscle just under his clavicle, but skated his scapula and
major arteries.”


Lar looked at him blankly. “You must have me confused with
someone who’s schoolin’ didn’t end at age fourteen.”


“You are a great deal smarter than you look, Master
Fletcher. My point is that his is the cleanest arrow wound I’ve seen, and I’ve
seen a lot. I used my good Erastean serpent gut to stitch him. Those stitches
won’t come loose unless he pulls them out with his own teeth.” Phinneas pulled
at his aquiline nose thoughtfully. “Come to think of it, I’m rather perplexed as
to why he was unconscious for so long.”


Lar shuddered, for he had sat with Elias during his long and
fitful slumber. Like a man in the delirium of yellow fever, Elias talked in his
sleep, at times raving to people not present, calling out strange names, and
rambling gibberish or else speaking in some tongue unknown to Lar.


Lar looked into his whiskey glass. Realizing it was empty,
he reached for the bottle, but Phinneas laid a hand on his forearm. “Not so
fast, son,” the doctor said. “We’ll need our wits about us today, if we’re to
be of any service to Elias.”


Lar conceded Phinneas’s point with a nod. “Speaking of
which, we should get back to him.”


The two men, laden with victuals and supplies, returned to
Elias’s room. Lar, who entered the room first, cursed and dropped the flagon of
water he carried. Phinneas, close on Lar’s heels, bumped into him, his view
obstructed by the larger man. “What is it?” Phinneas cried.


Lar stepped into the room and indicated the open window with
his now empty hand. “He’s pulled the wool over our heads. He’s escaped.”









Chapter 7


Return to Mayfair Manor


Elias rode hard for home. Anxiety quickened his heart,
and his pulse thundered with the beat of the horse’s hooves, for he knew time was
against him. His every fiber screamed at him to get to Mayfair Manor as fast as
possible.


Even though Phinneas’s argument made perfect sense and logic
suggested that the Manor would be the last place Slade would hide out, he felt
a certainty that he would find the fiend there, as if someone had whispered it
into his mind and bid him to act against all peril and return there with all
the haste he could muster. If Danica’s body hadn’t been recovered, there was a
chance, however slim, that she yet lived, but every passing moment decreased
the likelihood of that scant hope.


An electric jolt of pins-and-needles rushed up his spine and
crashed over the crown of his head like a wave.


Some dozen years ago, when his father came to him in the
pre-dawn light, as he woke he knew that his mother had died. He knew it as
certainly as he knew the sun rose in the east. The knowledge was simply there
in his mind, and so it was now. He had to return to the Manor, and quickly.


With that cold certainty came the knowledge that he could
not fail, that he would not fail. Slade would fall by his father’s sword. The
tingling sensation that crept over him increased manifold and Elias shivered
despite the midday sun. He felt a peculiar dislocation from his body, as if it
were being piloted by someone other than himself.


Elias swallowed his heart and tried to turn his thoughts to more
mundane matters so that he might ease his anxiety, but his mind rapidly
returned to Slade. He channeled the rage and impotence he felt at having been
so handily duped by the cunning assassin into focusing on how he would defeat
him. He played through the duel in his mind’s-eye, envisioning the differing
styles and strategies his father had taught him.


Slade used a scimitar, so Elias could count on him slashing
primarily and thrusting rarely, if ever. Elias decided to adopt a high guard as
Slade would most likely strike at his head and throat to end the battle
quickly, and a wide front-facing stance to keep his legs from becoming easy
targets. With a rapier a strike to the forward leg proved a deadly gambit, for
while it wounded the recipient, the defender could still muster the strength to
run the attacker through. A scimitar, however, could cut your legs out from
underneath you, and the fight would be over in short order.


The scimitar was a heavier weapon, favored by the desert
tribes and principalities of Aradur. To properly wield the weapon required more
strength than the duelists of Peidra needed to make effective use of the
rapier. As such, Elias assumed Slade would come in fast and hard and try to
overwhelm him with brawn and a heavy-handed, offensive style. This left the
distiller with a couple of counter strategies to consider. Slade would tire
quickly wielding the heavy scimitar, so Elias could assume an evasive style and
wear down Slade’s stamina, or he could do the unexpected and launch an aggressive
attack himself.


While the rapier was the fashionable weapon of the day in
Galacia, it was not always so, and Padraic taught his son styles for the long
and broad swords as well. Padraic’s own, exotic blade was somewhere between a
rapier and a scimitar in design, though Elias had only espied the elegant
weapon a handful of times. His father kept his past tidily locked up in a trunk
in his room.


Elias snapped out of his musings as he thundered across the
open prairie that preceded his family estate. The sight of his lifelong home, a
glaring symbol of all he had lost, brought his blood back up, but beneath his
fury lay a scarcely restrained hysteria.


Elias dismounted before his horse came to a full stop and
bounded into his house. He didn’t pause in the sitting chamber where he and his
father had enjoyed passing the time with an idle game of cards or a glass of Knoll
and a smoke. His father only had life in his memories now, and to dwell on that
fact would be too painful. The slim chance that Danica might yet live kept the
breath in his lungs and one foot stepping in front of the other. Where he went
next, though, it would prove hard not to face the ghost of Padraic Duana.


Elias opened the door to his father’s room. Keeping his eyes
focused on his feet, he walked to the foot of the bed and dropped to a knee. With
a grunt of effort he pulled out the chest that had hidden under the bed for the
better part of two decades. The lid and the brass bands of the oak chest swam
with flowing, archaic runes.


He had seen his father gazing into the chest shortly after
his mother had died. When he asked what was in it, his father answered, “The
past, son, and that is where it is best left.” Despite his father’s evasive
answer, Elias had always known what the chest contained. Pausing momentarily to
wonder if his father warded his effects, Elias threw open the lid.


He heard a sharp snap, like the crack of a whip, and an
electric tingle rushed up his fingers and to his shoulder before dissipating
across his back. He eyed his hand and shook it, but it seemed no worse for the
wear, so he dismissed the occurrence and looked into the trunk.


First, he withdrew Padraic’s hat. Crafted from well-worn
brown leather, the wide brimmed rancher hat was reminiscent of an earlier era. Viewed
as a rustic accoutrement, the rancher hat fell out of fashion in Peidra and the
more urbane areas of Galacia. Similarly, the Marshal had largely gone the way
of the rancher hat, viewed by many as a vestigial office necessitated by a more
lawless time. The crown still retained Marshals in its service, but enforcing
the law of the land presently fell largely into the purview of the more
bureaucratic and less militant constabulary.


Elias donned the hat.


Next, he removed his father’s duster, made from supple brown
leather, with a thick fur lining the inside of the coat. In one of the pockets
was a similarly worked pair of gloves. A further examination revealed that the
fur lining could be removed by undoing a series of buttons, and vents under the
arms could also be unbuttoned. As a result, the duster served to keep one warm
in the winter and cool in the summer months. After making the appropriate
adjustments, Elias pulled his father’s coat on.


There were but two items left in the chest: his father’s
badge of office and his sword. Elias’s heart quickened as he reached for the
blade and found the metal of the scabbard warm to the touch. The scabbard had
been crafted from a light but durable metal and was finished with a gleaming
crimson flecked with black. Pins and needles climbed up Elias’s arms and spread
throughout his core as he ran his fingers along the glossy surface.


He wrapped a hand around the braided leather hilt and, placing
a thumb on the ovular guard, he eased the sword from the scabbard. Characters in
a runic language foreign to him were etched into the base of the blade, and as
the sword cleared the scabbard the room echoed with sibilant whispers, seeming
to issue from all around him. Alarmed, Elias slammed the blade back into the
scabbard and lurched to his feet. He spun on his heels, examining the room,
half expecting to encounter a shade.


Much to his relief, Elias found himself alone. Nevertheless,
he remained vigilant for several heartbeats and continued to scan the room and
listen for any sign of a maleficent force. Once satisfied, his gaze returned to
the sword, which he had dropped in his alarm.


It was an alluring weapon, of that there was no doubt. Even
sheathed, it had an elegant line that curved slightly in the fashion of a
saber, but with an elongated hilt to accommodate two hands, and a unique ovular
guard, the likes of which he had never seen. The blade had evidently been
enchanted to boot. Elias decided, however, that the sword, whatever its nature,
had belonged to his father and therefore was not inherently evil.


Elias reminded himself that he was in a hurry. Gathering his
resolve, he snatched up his father’s sword, and with one fluid motion drew the
blade. If before the room echoed, it now resounded with spirant voices uttering
slippery words that stacked on one another with invisible weight, like wind
blowing through a hollow, winter wood. Elias held fast, fear pushed aside by
his need, and added his voice to the chorus, crying out against his rage and
misery.


The runes etched in the blade glowed scarlet, as if in
remembrance of the fires that had forged them. The room spun and tendrils of
force lashed at him, visible only as a distortion in the air like heat waves,
and wrapped around his limbs and torso, as insubstantial as wind but as unyielding
as steel cord.


Still, Elias refused to relinquish his hold on the sword. His
eyes could not focus for the vertigo, but he felt his right arm burning as if
on fire. Overcome, Elias grew faint.


Unconscious on his feet, he crumpled to the floor.


†


Lar urged his borrowed steed into a gallop as soon as
he cleared the gate of the doctor’s homestead. It had taken him precious time
to find a suitable horse among the doctor’s scant offerings and saddle it, as
Elias had taken his, but Lar planned on heading Elias off by plotting a course
directly for the Manor. Elias, Lar reasoned, would go home first to equip
himself for battle. Lar had agreed with Phinneas that the marauders that felled
the Duanas were likely long gone, but as he rode his stomach dropped and he realized
that he was afraid.


Out of the corner of his eye, Lar saw a blur of motion and
turned in his saddle, one hand reflexively reaching for his sword. A rider
approached on an intercept course. He was too far away to distinguish any
facial features, but he saw a shock of red hair undulating in the wind.


“Britches!” Lar cursed under his breath. It was the woman
from the fair who pulled Elias’s bacon out of the pan—Lady Bryn Denar.


Lar rode to meet to her. He reined in his horse and asked
without preamble, “What are you doing here? My Lady,” he added as an
afterthought.


Bryn, who stood in her stirrups, sat in her saddle and
caught her breath. “Word travels fast in Knoll Creek. I figured something was
amiss when the Mayor cancelled our audience.” She fixed cobalt eyes on Lar. “But
this... The constable told me that Elias lives, but is mortally wounded. Is
this true?”


“No. He is anything but. The Doctor has restored him—mostly.
He was arrowed through the shoulder, but it has done little to slow him down or
his damn mule-headed stubbornness. He escaped through a window at old
Phinneas’s when we went to fetch him some food. He insisted a merchant by the
name of Slade is responsible for the ambush and has taken my horse to pursue
him. For some reason, he thinks this merchant waits for him at the Manor. At
first I thought him crazy with grief, but I’ve begun to get a bad feeling about
all this. I’m going to head him off.”


“And if there is battle, you intend to fight with that?” Bryn
motioned at the ancient sword Lar had stuck into his saddle bags. “It looks
like an heirloom you pulled off a wall.” Lar blushed, for that is exactly where
he had procured the dusty blade, from over the doctor’s mantle.


“It was the best I could manage.”


“Here,” Bryn said as she produced a sword from under her riding
cape, “take this.”


Lar took the proffered weapon and examined it quickly. It
was a rapier, Kveshian by the look of it. Longer and thicker than its Phyrian
and Galacian counterparts, the Kveshian rapier proved adroit in a duel as well
as open combat. Lar knew little of academics, but he had paid attention during
military history. “Thank-you, Lady Denar. Can I ask, where are you going? My
Lady.”


“I’m coming with you. If Duana’s instincts are correct, we just
may be riding into a fight, so, under the circumstances, I think we can do away
with titles. Call me Bryn.”


“Right, but why?”


“Because that’s my name.” Bryn eyed the imposing farmer, who
looked back at her with poker-perfect deadpan. She sighed. “I am an agent of
Crown Law, so this kind of thing concerns me. That having been said, I can’t
help but shoulder some of the responsibility for this. I should have put the
clues together sooner.”


Lar pressed his mount closer to Bryn. “What do you mean?”


“I didn’t come to Knoll Creek to collect taxes, but this is
neither the time nor the place to discuss this. Are you with me or not?”


Lar gave Bryn an appraising look, but truth be told he was
glad for the company. “Aye,” he said, “I’m with you. But, you have given me
your sword, how will you fight if it comes to that?”


“I shall manage just fine. Now, get off that horse.” When
Lar’s sole response was to frown down at her, she sighed again, but she wore an
easy smirk. “That horse you’re riding looks like its back is about to break. I
think you outweigh it by a stone, whereas my gelding is from the queen’s
stables and has the fortitude begotten of a millennia old, storied bloodline. Let’s
switch mounts so that we can recoup the time we’ve lost here talking about the
weather.”


Lar harrumphed, but dismounted at once and the two switched
horses. “Let’s not waste any more time then,” Lar said, sounding a great deal
braver than he felt.


Bryn nodded at him once and then they were off, galloping
into the yellow sun.


†


Elias opened his eyes. He lay on the floor, his
father’s sword grasped firmly in hand. His sword-arm throbbed and his head swam.
He glanced at his arm and with a sharp gasp noticed the source of his
discomfort: the very same runes etched into the base of the blade were branded
into the flesh on the underside of his forearm.


He examined the four characters that ran from his wrist to
halfway up his forearm. Each of the angry, red, and swollen characters was
approximately a square inch and composed of both angular intersections and sweeping
curves. Elias vaguely remembered that his father had told him of a people in a
continent far to the southeast that used a runic language composed of
ideograms, where one character could represent an entire word or concept. Whatever
their origin, it seemed he was stuck with them.


Elias gained his feet and surveyed the now innocuous sword. The
slightly curved blade had a single edge, like a saber, which glinted blue in
the afternoon sun, and left him wondering if it had been forged from some alloy
foreign to him. The blade was comparable in length to a long sword, and almost
as wide, with an edge fine as a shaving razor that showed not the slightest
sign of wear. The sword was expertly balanced and felt no heavier than the
wooden staves and foils he had trained with, and if it was as sturdy as it was
light, it would prove deadly in battle.


Elias sheathed the sword and then donned the baldric
attached to the scabbard, which strapped to his right shoulder and left the
sword hanging at his left hip. The design of the baldric would allow him to adjust
the strap to carry the sword on his back while he rode.


He bent to a knee. The chest only contained one more item—his
father’s shield, the badge of his office.


The badge fit in the palm of his hand and was shaped like a
kite-shield. Silver, the shield bore the heraldry of the House of Denar at its
center: A stag standing in front of a tree with a circle of seven stars caught
in its boughs. The words En Targa were embossed in a banner below the
heraldry. Elias did not know their meaning but the ancient words gave him some
measure of comfort.


He attempted to pin the shield to the duster, and found that
the pin, though sharp, could not penetrate the thick leather. Try as he might,
the duster would not yield to the shield. After a moment of frustration, he
discovered a pair of tiny holes in the left breast of the coat, which allowed
for attaching the shield. Once in position, the shield rested over Elias’s
heart and refracted the slices of sunlight that wedged through the windows.


Elias closed his eyes. He could smell his father and sense
his presence on his effects. Soon, he would avenge the murder of his family—or
join them. Elias pulled his rancher hat down, adjusted the baldric to rest his
sword on his back, and walked out of his father’s room, closing the door behind
him.


†


Lar and Bryn entered the edge of Lurkwood that bordered
the Mayfair Manor.


Bryn motioned for Lar to stop with an outstretched hand. Her
eyes narrowed as if she were intently focused on something. “En Anora Iska,”
she chanted under her breath. Her eyes remained squinted for several heartbeats,
and then she nodded to herself, as if she had just heard some expected news. “We
should cover the rest of the way on foot,” she said as she dismounted.


“What was that there?” asked a bewildered Lar.


“I sense a fair deal of magical energy ahead. Someone has
been casting spells of no small consequence,” she said blandly. “Elias’s
instincts are correct—something is very wrong here.”


Before leading them off into the wood, she went to her
saddle bags and retrieved a small crossbow. Lar marveled at the weapon, which
was made of a black wood and small enough to fit in one hand. It boasted a
repeating cartridge that attached to the underside of the barrel and lacked a
cumbersome stock. He guessed it ineffective at long ranges, but in close
quarters could likely deliver half a dozen bolts with deadly rapidity.


A skilled combatant, bearer of advanced weaponry, and an
arcanist to boot—Lar wondered just who the Tax Bursar really was.


“Come on then,” Bryn said. “Try to keep quiet and alert.”


Bryn took the lead as they wound cautiously through the
wood. She moved from tree to tree, staying low, seeking cover relative to the
direction of the Manor. When she stepped she rolled her foot from the blade to
the instep to minimize the sound of her passage. Lar attempted to move in kind,
but he could not be sure if he did so successfully, for he heard only the throbbing
of his heart.


As they approached the edge of the wood, Bryn held up a hand
to halt Lar in mid-step and placed an index finger to her lips. The manor
loomed a few hundred yards ahead. Bryn nodded toward a massive oak. They took
position behind it and dropped to their haunches.


Bryn leaned in and whispered into his ear, so close that he felt
her breath on his skin. “I can’t see anyone, but I sense someone is near. He
may be in the house. There is a field of magical energy in front of the door,
so he may be standing there but is hidden from view.”


“Is there any sign of Elias? Should we wait for him?”


Bryn shook her head. “He may not have arrived, or he may be
inside already. We have no way of knowing, but we can’t risk it in case he
needs our help. We should try to enter from the back, but there is no cover on
the sides so we will have to cross open ground. I will keep an eye on the front
door as we circle around while you scout ahead. Got it?” Bryn waited for his
nod and then they set off, abandoning the relative safety of the wood.


The two would-be rescuers crept a dozen paces when a
sardonic laugh cut the silence. Bryn realized her mistake at once and spun on
her heels, crossbow raised to fire, but she knew she was too late as tendrils
of dark magic, writhing like black snakes, wound around her, sapping both strength
and will. She managed to half turn her head toward Lar but he too had frozen, sword
half drawn, eyes wide with terror.


Slade leapt from the tree he had hidden in and landed in a
crouch. Despite having been perched some twenty feet in the air, he landed
easily with a felid resilience. He smiled warmly at his quarry as the oily
tentacles of his fell power enveloped them.


“Welcome to the party. I am ever so glad you decided to join
us.”


†


Elias reined in his horse. He promptly dismounted and
tied Lar’s stallion to a gnarled, towering tree. He figured it better not to
announce his presence by galloping right up to the front door. Stealth seemed
prudent, even though he had an abiding feeling that his nemesis awaited him
even now.


He tried not to dwell on the morbid images that wanted to
flash through his mind: Asa’s dead stare fixed on him; his wild-eyed sister
reaching for him as she tumbled from the carriage; the tears in his father’s
eyes as he looked on his son for the last time. Instead, Elias focused on the
black river of rage roiling inside him, for it alone had the power to sustain
him now.


He rested his back against the tree and drew the potion
Phinneas had given him from the saddlebags. A prickling tickled up his spine as
he leaned on the tree and Elias felt the peculiar sensation that he was being
watched. He pressed himself from the tree and dropped into a combat crouch as
he scanned the wood. He saw no one.


He turned back to the tree and the pins-and-needles rushed
back up his spine. A wytchwood. He laid a hand on the ebony, craggy bark. It
felt warm to the touch. Taken aback, he withdrew his hand and looked up into
the twisted network of branches that reached high and wide.


The last time he had seen a wytchwood he had been but a
child on a foray into the Lurkwood with his mother to gather herbs and berries
to make a tonic for one of Danica’s fevers. His mother had shown special
delight when she found the wytchwood, for she said it was a sacred tree whose
spring berries possessed mysterious properties. She had told him more, but the
details eluded him, fogged by the passage of time.


“Be with me now, Mother,” Elias said, “for I go to avenge
your husband and save your daughter, if she’s still alive.”


A brisk breeze stirred through the Lurkwood and tugged at
the brim of his hat and the flaps of his coat. Elias shivered despite the
warmth of the day. He spun about, half expecting to encounter a shade, as the
sensation of being watched redoubled.


The wind died as fast as it had come. Elias scrubbed a hand
over his face. He knew that the same anxiety that was causing him to tarry was
likely playing tricks with his mind. He gave the wytchwood a final glance
before returning his attention to the tonic Phinneas had given him.


He uncorked the flask and quaffed its ruddy contents. The
brew tasted bitter and earthy but it sat well enough. A feeling of warmth
radiated from his stomach at once, spreading through his trunk and then his
limbs. His bodily pains washed away and his muscles loosened. The doctor was good
to his word, thought Elias, as a rush of profound energy overtook him.


A noise startled him. He looked up to see a sparrow flutter
through the canopy. Its movement seemed sluggish as if it flew through molasses
instead of air. Afraid he had wandered into a trap and triggered some fell
spell, Elias waved his hand back and forth in front of his eyes to see if he
too had been slowed. To his surprise he noticed that his dexterity seemed
unchanged. His pulse quickened of its own accord, but he did not feel unwell. Epiphany
struck a moment later as he realized that the tonic Phinneas had given him that
so rapidly increased his energy and ebbed his pain must also have hastened his
reflexes.


Not wanting to waste any advantage provided by the potion,
Elias struck out toward the manor. He abandoned the path and traveled the
remaining distance in the thick of the wood, seeking cover and stepping
delicately as his father had taught him during his tracking lessons. After a
quarter of an hour he approached the edge of the wood. What he beheld when he
peered through the foliage chilled him to the marrow.


For the life of him Elias couldn’t figure out how Lar had
managed to enlist the aid of Lady Denar and head him off. At least they still
lived, or so it seemed, despite the predicament of being bound in ribbons of
opaque, inky energy. However, he had no doubt that the sole reason they yet
lived was to serve as bait. Be that as it may, Elias had lost much in the last
twenty-four hours, and he vowed that no one else would fall victim to his
malefactor.


Given what he surmised about Slade and men of his ilk, he guessed
the assassin would hunger for the close kill or the satisfaction of a duel, to
satisfy his bloodlust. Thus, Elias hoped Slade would select to engage him in melee
combat rather than snipe him from afar.


Ignoring his ensorcelled friends, Elias stepped out of from cover
and scanned the edge of the wood across from the crescent shaped clearing that
nestled Mayfair Manor.


Although Lar couldn’t move a single finger, he remained
conscious and aware of his surroundings. At first he didn’t recognize the man
who walked across the lawn with long, smooth strides—the walk of a man who had
cause to hurry but would not debase himself by running—rancher hat pulled down
low, the flaps of his brown coat fluttering in the wind. Lar wondered how fast
word had traveled to have drawn the presence of a Marshal, especially
considering how few remained. Then, as the man drew nearer, recognition dawned
on him. Had his jaw retained its autonomy, it would have fallen open in shock.


It’s a trap, Elias! Lar screamed in his mind.


Elias stopped some thirty yards from the edge of the wood
opposite the one he had emerged from, and peered into its depths. Even now he
did not turn to his friends, for he knew the moment he let down his guard his
adversary would pounce. He couldn’t see anyone, but he again felt the peculiar
sensation of being watched. A blur of movement registered in Elias’s periphery.
He pivoted, readying himself for battle, but saw only empty space in the
clearing before him. He could have sworn that he detected a distortion from the
corner of his eye, like the way a magnifying glass blurred at the edge of the
lense.


His father had taught him to trust in his instincts, and he
did so now. Elias continued to focus on where he had seen the blur and said,
“Slade, I know you are there. Have you enough honor left to fight me face to
face, or are you too much a coward?”


“Your father was right about you, at least in part,” said a
disembodied voice. The air before Elias churned as if it had become as viscous as
water. The distortion cleared to reveal Slade leaning back on his heels, one
hand placed casually on his scimitar. “Hello, Elias. Kind of you to join us,
although you are a little late. I briefly entertained gutting these two like
your father, but decided it would be much more fun to force them to watch me
kill you first. Maybe I’ll have fun with the girl like I did with your sister.”


A wild mania danced in Slade’s eyes, which were lambent with
a shadowy energy. Elias’s blood went hot, and he felt the impulse to charge
Slade and cut him down, but an inner voice rose from within him and bid him to
be patient. He knew that Slade’s taunt was designed to manipulate him into rash
action, but he refused to take the bait and squander his opportunity for
vengeance.


Elias laid a hand on his sword but did not move to draw it. “You
are insane,” he said.


“Well,” Slade replied, “you have a point. Nevertheless here
we are.” He slowly circled toward Elias.


“Is my sister alive?”


“Lay down your sword, and I’ll tell you.” Slade crept
closer. “I’ll let you and your friends go. Cross my heart and hope to die.”


Elias’s hand tightened on the hilt of his father’s sword. “Not
a chance.”


“Then I’m afraid this conversation must come to an end.”


“Tell me one thing, Slade. Who hired you?”


Slade shrugged. “I suppose I owe you that, but don’t you
already know?”


“Still, I want to hear you say it.”


“I met Macallister at the Summit Arcana. A ridiculous affair
if you ask me. You would think the gentry of your kingdom have nothing better
to do with their time than pretend to the mysteries of the universe. Imagine my
surprise when that dandy described in idle conversation the very man I had been
hunting for so long.”


Bryn, who looked on with keen eyes, cursed to herself, and
shouted a silent warning at Elias, in the vain hope that the distiller could
sense her thoughts. Slade was stalling to give himself time to gather his
power, for he had spent no small amount of it in binding herself and Lar.


“You knew my father?”


“Of him.”


Elias took a step toward Slade. “You took vengeance on a man
you didn’t even know?”


“He had something that belonged to me. Something I want back
very much. Something I couldn’t have reached on my own, but that you, as it
were, have brought to me. As I knew you would, for I summoned you here. I knew
you couldn’t resist the compulsion, for you had to hope your sister was taken
alive.”


Elias’s heart skipped and he blanched. Hot rage transmuted
into cold dread as the details of his dream returned to him—Danica bound in a
dark dungeon crying out for help. Only it was no dream. His hand clenched on
the hilt of his father’s sword, the weapon charged with such foreign and potent
magic.


“Yes, son,” Slade said almost gently, “that small voice
inside your head, the nagging urge to return to this cursed place—it was me.”


“All this,” Elias said choking on the words,” all this, for
a sword.” Incredulous, he shook his head and the fatigue of despair overtook
him. Yet, in that instant when his mind was stupefied, shocked into silence,
from that quiet another presence awoke and it bid him to remain patient and
trust his intuition.


“It’s not personal, kid. Actually, I’m rather fond of you. Because,
after all, we’re not so different, Elias, you and I.”


As Slade spoke his tone changed. His voice became soft and
silky, but the words bore an invisible weight, a singular quality that Elias
had become familiar with. It was the resonance in his father’s words when he
sent the horses away, in Cormik’s when he repelled him in the duel, in the
voices he heard upon drawing his father’s sword, and it meant one thing—Magic.


“I can see the dark in you, boy. You’ve always had a
terrible temper, but you have managed to control it. You’ve had plenty of
practice. When the black beast rears its head, though, you become someone else.”


As Slade continued his hypnotic monologue threads of smoke
colored energy sprouted from the ground by his feet and caressed Elias lazily,
undulating rhythmically as they sought to subvert his will. Slowly, Slade crept
toward Elias.


“As a child, you feared the night, the absence of light, and
you had to keep a candle burning to fall asleep, long after your younger sister
had mastered her need to have a night light. But I know what you did not. You
didn’t fear the night because of goblins or ghouls but because deep in your
unconscious mind you were enamored with the spell the night wove, the void that
waited just beyond your reach. Even then you had an aptitude for the dark arts.
Elias, you and I are—”


Slade’s last words ended in a wet gurgle.


The runes embedded in his forearm burned as Elias waited for
Slade to draw near, all the while pretending subservience to his adversary’s
fell power. As soon as Slade came within reach, Elias drew his sword in a
single, fluid motion, focusing the entirety of his will on its execution, with
his eyes fixed firmly on Slade’s throat.


Slade had the instincts of a jungle predator and leonine
reflexes, and that was all that spared him decapitation. Despite his alacritous
spring-back, the point of Elias’s curved blade cut through Slade’s windpipe as
easily as it cut through air.


Although the cut was not deep it may very well have been a
mortal wound in its own right, however, Slade Kezia had no intention of
conceding that point. His scimitar leapt into his right hand in a rising slash
even as he attempted to staunch his wound with his left.


Blood spilled over Slade’s hand as Elias’s sword met his in a
ringing clash of steel that birthed an explosion of blue and bruise-colored
sparks. Slade launched a second, heavy-handed attack designed to push Elias
back. Meanwhile, he poured his dark magic through his left hand and into his
sputtering wound.


Elias parried handily, but danced back a step to recover his
equilibrium from the resounding blow. Slade lowered his left hand to reveal a
shadowy band of energy coiled tight to his throat, effectively binding his
wound. He smirked at Elias and purposefully lowered his second hand to the hilt
of his scimitar.


“You won’t cheat death so easily this day,” Elias said.


When Slade spoke his voice was somehow raspy and wet at the
same time. He said, “I didn’t know your sister was a virgin. She tasted like
honey, though it is a taste no other shall ever have, now.”


Ignoring strategy altogether, Elias threw himself at his
tormentor, pressing the attack without quarter. Slade proved equal to the
gambit and his scimitar blurred and whined as it turned blow after blow of
Elias’s blue steel. Slade began to sneak in counterattacks as he sought to turn
the tide of the battle.


Elias parried in turn but he made every intercept become but
another attack that redirected Slade’s blade as he continued to push for
advantage, thus following his father’s central sword fighting tenets: make
every movement of the sword an offensive maneuver, never break stride, and
never, ever stop cutting. So it went, with each man straining to create an
opening in the other’s defense in a blinding crash of steel that showered the
clearing with the sizzle of arcane sparks, like a lightning storm in miniature.


It soon became apparent that the two men were equally
matched in raw power and in skill. Slade had the advantage of a lifetime of
survived encounters behind him, but the grievous wound Elias inflicted on him
at the onset of their duel had taken much out of him, and so evened the field. Whoever
could outlast the other, or find a way turn the tables would prove the victor.


Slade reached for his dark gift, bestowed on him by his
masters. It was a risky move, for it would further sap his strength, but he
already felt himself weaken, while the tireless and enraged distiller continued
to hammer him with resounding blows. If he didn’t bring the battle to an ending
soon, he would just be postponing the inevitable.


Elias’s arms burned and he felt the hot trickle of blood as
his stitches opened. His stamina ebbed rapidly, but he feared pulling back, for
the cunning Slade might seize the opportunity and find an opening. Even as he
thought on changing his style, Slade’s scimitar ignited with dark fire.


As their blades met tongues of puce fire edged in black
reached toward Elias, radiating cold, and an electric charge crept up the steel
of his sword, down through the tang and into his hands. Elias gritted his teeth
against the withering sensation, even as the runes on his forearm grew warm and
a blue light crept out from under the sleeve of his duster. Likewise, a corona
of blue energy enveloped his blade and the air hummed, pregnant with arcane
energies.


Slade rushed Elias with a curse and slid in low, swinging
his scimitar in a descending arc. Elias, whose attention had momentarily
wavered while in a high guard, did not have the time to maneuver into an
appropriate parry, so he leapt to avoid having his legs cut out from underneath
him and then sprung forward to put some distance between Slade and himself
before turning on his heels.


Slade’s slide-attack had left him on a knee, and while he
presently remained in that position, he turned and fixed his smoldering gaze on
Elias. He shivered with rage as he looked on the Dashin, held aloft in
the would-be Marshal’s gloved hands. Slowly, deliberately he stood, as the
Marshal looked on him with an impassive expression.


“It cannot be,” Slade said in his ruined voice. “It has
taken me nigh a decade of study to learn the secrets of the seven blades and
you—you…infidel…” The assassin spat the final word in a froth of blood, as he
sucked air in through flared nostrils.


Elias braced himself for what he did not doubt was an
impending charge from Slade and said, “This is my father’s sword and it will
remain with me until the day I die, which will be long after it has drank the
blood of you and every last one of your brothers.”


Blood spilled over Slade’s lips and ran down his chin as he
forced words from his ruined throat. He eyes went wide and his skin paled, and
still he tried to speak, coughing crimson froth onto his face and shirt. “Kaznuth
Harren!” he chanted in a guttural tongue.


Inky tentacles of fell energy sprang from the earth and
encircled Elias as Slade summoned every last splinter of power his dark gift availed
him.


Elias retorted with a cry drawn from the pit of his stomach
and swung his luminous sword at the snaking ropes of dark magic that sought to
bind him. To the astonishment of all present, the animated mass of negative
energy dissolved in a paroxysm of blue-white sparks. A few quick strokes later,
and the tattered threads of Slade’s spell were no more.


Slade responded with a flick of a wrist and a curse in the
dark tongue of his masters. A bolt of fell magic lanced from his hand. Elias
didn’t have the time to dodge, so, reflexively, he raised his sword. The bolt
deflected off the flat of his blade and returned to Slade who reacted in kind,
but was unable to bring his magic to bear quickly enough. The bolt of energy
exploded on Slade’s scimitar, tearing it from his grip and showering him with
dense, sticky flames.


Before Slade could recover from the viscous fire eating away
at him, Elias was on the move, charging across the ground between them. He
pounced on the dying assassin, an inarticulate cry on his lips, and tackled him
to the ground. With sword still in hand, Elias reared up and punched Slade in
the face. A nimbus of blue-white energy enveloped his gloved fist as he
continued to rain blow after blow on Slade’s face and head, screaming all the
while.


The ribbons of magic that bound Lar and Bryn dispelled with
Slade’s death, and they, who had no choice but to helplessly watch the exchange
between the two men, their fate held in the balance, sprang to action. Elias who
had surrendered to his rage still beat on Slade, though the assassin had given
up the ghost. Lar and Bryn each took a hold of Elias and pulled him off the dead
man.


The incensed distiller struggled against them but Lar’s arms
wrapped him like iron bands. “He’s dead Elias,” Lar said softly. “It’s over.”


Elias sobbed in Lar’s arms, but soon collected himself. Lar
released his bear-hug and helped Elias to his feet. Elias, who had never
relinquished his grasp on his father’s sword, sheathed the enchanted blade and
repositioned the baldric so that the scabbard rested on his back. “You
shouldn’t have come, Lar. You could have been killed, and that is something that
my conscience couldn’t have handled.”


“Did you really expect me not to follow you?”


“No.” Elias turned his back on them and looked down at
Slade. He took a deep breath. “Thank-you.”


“Actually, it was my idea, don’t you know,” said Bryn. “I
had to drag him along, and you should have seen the sword he tried to bring!”


“I told you, it was the best I could find,” Lar said.


“Ha! Some decorative relic from the first age!”


“You remind me of my sister,” Elias said, “always ready with
some joke, no matter the circumstance. You would have liked her.” Elias’s tone
had gone flat. Bryn fell silent and looked at Lar who offered her a tight, thin
smile.


Elias blinked away fresh tears and refocused his attention,
on Slade. “He’s still wearing those gloves.”


“So,” said Lar, “you’re wearing gloves right now.”


“When we met him at the fair he wore those same long riding
gloves. Asa mentioned it. She thought it odd, someone wearing gloves on a warm
summer evening. I wore these gloves for riding and fighting. They are bulky and
tough, to protect the hands. Look at his. They are thin and skin-tight—designed
to allow him to go about his daily business without encumbering.”


Lar wondered at Elias’s observations, while his friend
crouched down and began removing Slade’s gloves, first the right and then the
left. The right glove came off revealing a normal hand beneath. Elias turned it
over and inspected it carefully before moving on. He pulled off the left glove
and then looked over his shoulder and favored Lar with a half-smile. Lar inhaled
sharply. A serpentine S set inside a circle was tattooed on Slade’s left wrist
as it met his palm in a scarlet ink.


“What do you suppose is the significance of this,” said
Elias. “Bryn, does this mean anything to you?”


“No,” she replied, “I haven’t seen it before. My guess would
be it is likely the symbol of the assassin brotherhood to which he belongs. He
has the look of an Aradurian, and they’ve no shortage of assassin and thieves
guilds.”


“The question, then, is which one,” said Elias while
rummaging through the dead man’s pockets. “He doesn’t have anything else of
value on his person.”


Satisfied, Elias stood and faced his two companions. “We
should search the area for clues or evidence. Even though you two are witnesses
that Slade told me Macallister hired him, the bastard is chummy with the
Magistrate. I’ll need more evidence than word of mouth to bring Macallister to
heel. And,” he added looking each of them hard in the eye, “I need to find my
sister and father. They deserve a decent burial.”


“We should search the perimeter first,” Bryn said. “He
likely hid his possessions in the woods or somewhere off site.”


“Very well,” said Elias, “but let’s stick within sight of
each other, in case Slade left behind any surprises, or friends.”


“Agreed,” she said and then looked to Lar.


“Yeah,” said Lar as he swallowed a lump in his throat. Being
confronted with the corpse of Slade bothered him enough, let alone finding
Padraic or Danica, or the One God knows what else. Lar skirted the wood looking
for anything out of the ordinary, careful to keep an eye on the others. Bryn
searched the clearing before the manor, starting where the road exited the
wood, while Elias crept along the edge of the house, peering inside windows and
scanning the roof.


“Here,” Bryn called out, “I’ve found something.” She
crouched in the center of the clearing between the road and the front door, and
studied the ground intently. Elias took a knee beside her. The ground beside
them had been scorched, leaving behind a tarlike residue.


“What happened here?” said Elias. “No normal fire did this. It’s
too contained, and look at this thick tar.”


“No,” Bryn said, “no normal fire, indeed.” She looked up, fixing
her large blue eyes on Elias. “Look at the shape. It’s roughly the dimensions
of a man’s body. This is old magic. This is a rare spell, and difficult to
master, called the Phoenix Charm. I have read about it, but never met anyone
who has invoked its power. It must be woven into the wizard’s body and bound to
his spirit. When the wizard dies, or at a time of his choosing, the spell is
triggered and consumes his body in spellfire. As the conventional wisdom goes,
the spell was designed so that if the wizard was captured he could trigger it
to save himself from the pains of torture or from giving up his secrets.”


“So this is why the posse did not find my father.” Elias sat
quietly on his haunches for several beats and looked at his father’s final
resting place. He felt Lar’s hand on his shoulder. He supposed this a less
painful farewell than being confronted with his father’s lifeless body. “It
makes sense, being in the employ of the crown, that it would be standard to
enchant Marshals in this manner, so as to prevent them from giving away secret
information.”


“I don’t think you understand what I am saying, Elias. For a
spell of this magnitude to endure in a living body in a permanent state it has
to be bound to the magic that created it, so that it has a sustaining source of
energy. It’s a spell that a wizard can only cast on himself.”


“What are you saying?” said Lar. “Mr. Duana was a wizard?”


“Not only that, Lar,” Elias said, “but apparently a wizard
of no mean power. I always knew my father had knowledge of magic, but I assumed
it to be chiefly academic, based on what he had encountered in his service to
the crown.” Elias’s voice took on a dreamy quality, and he gazed off into the
distance with unfocused eyes as if captured in some long lost memory. “I always
expected he was a dabbler in the arcane, but not this.”


“How is it that you know so much about magic, Bryn? Are you
a...” Lar paused, trying to think of what one called a female wizard, “...a
sorceress?”


“Not quite,” she replied, “but I am, to use Elias’s word, a
dabbler. My father sent me to tutor at Arcalum, as is a customary part of court
education. Such encounters usually provide one only with basic arcane theory,
but I took it a little further. Many people have the ability to manipulate
magic to some degree, providing they are trained and disciplined. Some just
have a greater natural gift than others.”


“What I don’t understand,” said Elias, oblivious to their
interchange, “is if my father was a wizard, why didn’t he fight Slade with his
magic? The last I saw of him he was charging Slade with his wooden stave.”


“That I cannot answer,” Bryn said. “Perhaps Slade prepared
for him and neutralized his magic, or maybe offensive magic wasn’t your
father’s strength. It’s anyone’s guess, I suppose.”


“No matter. He’s at peace now,” Elias said. “Let’s go look
inside. Maybe we can find Danica, or some clue that can help me track these
bastards to their source.”


Without any further word Elias stood and walked to the front
door of the manor and threw it open. Lar and Bryn exchanged troubled glances
before following him. As soon as Elias stepped through the door he felt soiled,
similar to the inarticulate sense that something was wrong when he entered the
clearing yesterday. Steeling himself against the horrors he would likely
encounter, Elias strode through the foyer and into the sitting room, cursorily
scanning the rooms for danger, letting a more careful inspection wait until he
deemed the manor safe.


Next he entered the dining room. His heart thundered against
his ribcage. His legs continued to move, as if controlled by some force outside
of himself, and he approached the fireplace. The hearth was of a size to
accommodate a boar on a spit, but it was the sconce on the wall that attracted
his eye. Inexplicably drawn to the sconce, Elias reached up and grabbed a hold
of it. It shifted slightly in his hand. He gave it a tug and it began to move
with a squeal of protest. He added his other hand and pulled down with a grunt
of effort.


The grind of rusting gears echoed in the cavernous chamber. The
back wall of the fireplace shuddered and swung back to reveal a narrow,
spiraling staircase that led down into a subbasement.


A prickling sensation tugged at the crown of his head, and
before Elias had time to process his decision, he found himself running down
the stairs. When he reached the end of the stairs and entered the damp, dimly lit
earthen chamber his blood, which had roared through him mere seconds before,
drained from his face.


Bryn had been urging Elias to caution when he took off down
the stairs, oblivious to her words, or else ignoring them. She was halfway down
the stairs, Lar on her heels, reaching out with her senses to detect the
whisper of magic, when she heard Elias’s cry. Bryn sprinted down the remainder
of the cast-iron staircase, jumping the last several steps as she drew a long,
thin dagger from a boot.


By the time Lar joined her on the earthen floor, having
struggled to draw his blade in the tight confines of the staircase, Bryn had
turned away from what she saw, her delicate brows drawn tight over her eyes. Lar
paused when he saw her reaction to what lay beyond the stairwell. He took a
deep breath and descended the last step.









Chapter 8


Palaver


Elias brushed sticky, oily strands of Danica’s hair
back from her cold face. He produced a handkerchief and began cleaning her
bloodless skin, which had assumed the grey pallor of the recently dead. He
started around her mouth and nose, where there was a glut of blood, wiping
congealed gore from her blue, rubbery lips.


Lar tried to swallow his gorge as he watched the grisly
proceedings from the stairwell. Danica’s clothes lay crumpled and rent at the
foot of a large, rusted iron table. She lay naked on the slab, bound by coarse
ropes. The first ran across her brow, fixing her head to the table. The second
set of ropes wound about her bosom, and the third and fourth bound her thighs
and ankles.


Her captors had desecrated her flesh, but not by any means
known to Elias. Sweeping lines and bizarre runes and sigils had been scrawled
into the flesh of her legs and midriff, as if the psychotic Slade had been
working his way up from her feet, but they were drawn with neither dagger nor
ink. The arcane symbols looked to be burned into her skin, but not by any
mundane means, for there was neither blistering nor swelling. Rather, the
markings appeared to be the aftermath of weeks if not months old burns, which
indicated but a single method—the fell arts.


Other than a couple of thumb sized marks at her temples her
face bore no trauma. Elias could only guess that Slade hadn’t gotten there yet,
or that the twisted Slade didn’t work on her face, because he couldn’t force
her to watch him torture her as he could when he worked on her body. Still,
something had caused her to hemorrhage from her mouth and nose.


Elias continued to clean her face, purposefully ignoring her
nakedness. He sang softly as he worked, an old lullaby, one of the few things
he remembered clearly of his mother. Lar wept openly, hands balled up in
impotent fists. Bryn, mastering herself, walked to Lar’s side and laid a hand
on his back, somehow comforted by Elias’s rich, sonorous voice.


Elias’s keening song filled the chamber like something caught
between this world and the next, the whisper of a ghost. As his voice faded,
leaving the chamber empty, he bent and kissed Danica’s forehead and put the
soiled handkerchief back in his pocket. He went to pull away, but before he
raised his head his eyes went wide and a sharp gasp escaped his lips.


Frantic, he threw off his coat and he placed a hand on
Danica’s throat and pressed an ear against her mouth. “She’s alive!”


He drew his sword and with one cut against the side of the
table severed the ties that bound her at the torso. Casting brotherly modesty
aside, he pulled the ropes from her breasts. Meanwhile, Lar and Bryn, who had
experienced a momentary torpor due to the shock at Elias’s outburst, sprung to
his aid. Bryn cut away the bindings at Danica’s head, while Lar sawed at the
lower bindings with Bryn’s rapier. Elias retrieved his duster and fumbled for
the flask that the doctor gave him. A swallow of the precious liquid remained
at the bottom. He opened up Danica’s mouth and carefully poured the remnants of
the potent brew into her mouth. He tapped the end of the flask to make sure
every last drop drained out.


By now Lar and Bryn had removed the other bindings and Elias
covered Danica with their father’s duster. He took her face in his hands. “Danica,
can you hear me? It’s Elias. You’re safe now. I need you to wake up.” The three
companions held their breath as they waited, each with the bloom of hope
flowering in their bosoms.


Danica’s eyes snapped open and darted back and forth. Against
her blanched skin and in the half-light, her green eyes looked feral, lit with
a preternatural glow. “Danica...” Elias said softly.


“I’m sorry,” Danica said, her voice hollow and bereft of
inflection or intonation, “but Danica’s not at home right now.” Danica started
to hum a tuneless ditty, which was interspersed with bursts of maniacal
laughter and hysterical sobbing.


“Come on,” Elias said, his voice a whisper, “Let’s get her
out of here.” He gathered Danica in his arms and walked up the staircase and
out of the cursed manor, the dumbstruck Lar and Bryn trailing behind.


†


“She’s resting quietly now,” Phinneas said, closing the
door behind him.


“Will she recover?” said Elias, who had waited with Lar and Bryn
in the hall during the doctor’s ministrations.


“Come now,” Phinneas said, “Let’s go have a seat in the
kitchen. I’ll have Agnes fix us something.”


“I want to see my sister,” Elias said. A fist-sized lump of
panic rose from his stomach and lodged in his throat and he unconsciously
rested a hand on the pommel of his sword.


“Peace, Elias,” the doctor said. “You can see Danica
whenever you want, but she is sleeping deeply right now, and likely will do so
until tomorrow.” Phinneas looked pointedly at Elias’s hand.


Elias followed Phinneas’s gaze. He abruptly snatched his
hand from his sword, as if realizing he had picked up something hot. He felt Bryn’s
hands on his arm, well manicured and delicate, which seemed a contradiction for
he had seen how capable they were in a fight. Still, they were a woman’s hands,
and reminded Elias, with a sudden pang deep in his breast, how much he missed
Asa—a pain that he had buried and ignored. Lost in his thoughts, Elias realized
that Lar had been talking to him.


“Sorry,” Elias said, “I am not myself.”


The doctor led them into the kitchen where his housekeeper
served up steaming bowls of pheasant stew and a warm loaf of barley bread. The
three companions attacked the victuals. Elias tore off a piece of the rustic
bread and spoke around it as he chewed. “Agnes has made enough stew for us all.
Did you know we would be returning so soon?”


“Not exactly, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to be prepared
in case you and Lar found yourselves in need of my services, or if the
marauders responsible for attacking you left any more patients in their wake.”


Elias looked up from his bowl and swallowed. “Slade won’t
hurt anyone else ever again.” He ignored the doctor’s pinched brows and quickly
changed the subject. “Will Danica recover?”


Phinneas shifted uneasily under Elias’s penetrating gaze. “Danica
appears to have lost a lot of blood, but there is no indication of any internal
injury, or any external wounds.” The doctor looked down at his folded hands and
took a breath.


“Give it to me straight, Phinneas,” Elias said, using the doctor’s
given name for the first time in his life.


Lar and Bryn watched the interchange silently, food left
ignored for the moment, as they waited on Phinneas’s response.


“The markings on her body were not put there by any
conventional means. A hot iron would have left significant blistering. There’s
something more sinister at work here.”


“That I knew,” Elias said dryly. “But what of her wits? Has
her brain been addled?” Elias recounted her delirium during her brief period of
consciousness.


“She hasn’t gone soft in the head from physical trauma. I
haven’t detected any swelling in the skull or any dents or fractures. She
exhibits none of the signs of a concussion. Rather, her bout of hysteria is probably
due to psychological stress and will pass.”


There was something in the way the doctor said the word probably,
a certain inflection, that gave Elias pause. “Probably?” he said. “What do you
mean by that?”


Phinneas leaned in and grabbed Elias’s wrists. “There may be
a more sinister cause of her delirium.”


Elias stiffened and pulled back, but the doctor’s gnarled
hands gripped him fast. “Out with it then,” Elias said.


“There are some marks on Danica’s skin that are different
from the others—two at her temples and several in her hairline.”


“Yes,” Elias said, “I’ve seen them. They’re bruises.”


“I studied the markings at length, and I’ve come to the
conclusion that they are not bruises. They’re burns, like the others, but they
weren’t caused by heat.”


Elias’s stomach dropped. “How can that be?”


Phinneas looked down at his hands, which still held Elias’s.
He wished for neither the first, nor the last time, that Padraic was here. He
felt a storm coming in his old bones, and he wasn’t sure he could weather it
without his oldest and truest friend. Padraic was the adventuresome one, not
him.


Phinneas looked up and fixed his large, sandy eyes on Elias.
“I’ve seen the like of these wounds before, when I was a medic on the Sheer. It
looks like frostbite.”


“When I fought Slade, he cast a bolt of fire at me. Cold
fire.”


“What?” Lar said. “God’s blood!”


“Fell magic, Lar,” Elias said. “The doctor is saying that
Slade tortured Danica with fell magic.”


Phinneas let go his hold of Elias. “As I studied the markings
I noticed they were in an odd shape that was somehow troubling. Then I realized
why—the burns at the temples were in the shape of thumb-prints. The burns in
the hairline seemed conclusive as well.”


“Hell,” Bryn said.


Elias imagined Slade taking Danica’s head in his hands, with
his thumbs at her temples and his fingers spreading across the crown of her
head, as oily smoke and the scent of burning flesh filled the room. Elias,
unable to remain sitting, stood. “What now?” he asked. “Have you ever treated
anything like this before? Can you guess what will be the effect of this dark
magic?”


“There are a couple of possibilities,” the doctor replied. “Slade
may have used his power as an implement of torture, to inflict pain, or he may
have used it to subvert her will and induce terror. Fell wizards feed on fear.”


Elias rubbed at the headache forming between his eyes. He
had suspected something like this when he saw the feral look in his sister’s
eyes, but he had allowed himself to hope her condition was due to fever or
bodily stress. “So,” he said, “Slade may have driven my sister mad with fell
sorcery.”


“Don’t think like that,” Phinneas said. “With time, and the
proper treatment she will recover.”


“Although she may never be the same person she was before,”
said Elias, “but I suppose that is true for all of us, now.” Elias paced as he
tried to wrap his mind around this new hurdle. He could feel the eyes of the
others on him, watching, waiting to see how he would react—waiting for him to
break. How happy and ignorant he had been just a couple of days ago. Swords and
sorcery had been the province of his father’s past and the lurid pulp fiction
he read, but now it seemed that everyone he encountered had their hands steeped
in the arcane, or in blood.


He had lusted for adventure since he was old enough to wield
a willow switch in mock combat with his schoolfellows, and for a glimpse into
the mysteries of the arcane. Now that he had scant a day’s worth of it, he and
the people he loved were either dead or broken. Elias laughed aloud, keenly aware
of the eyes of the others on him, but he cared not.


“Elias...” Lar ventured.


“I’m sorry,” Elias said, “I just think it’s rather ironic
that after a childhood of yearning to be somewhere, anywhere, with some kind of
action, it turns out that our sleepy little town is rife with magic and
secrecy.”


“What do you mean?” Phinneas asked.


“Well,” said Elias, unbuttoning the sleeve of his right arm
as he spoke, “for one it turns out that my father was an arcanist as well as a
Marshal. His sword gave me these.” Elias brandished the symbols burnt into the
flesh of his forearm, the red marks having already faded to a blue-black. Phinneas
grew still, but Elias gave him only a brief moment to consider this peculiarity
before rushing on.


“Macallister and Cormik can both use magic, and what’s more,
hired a fell wizard-assassin to murder my family. You, Doctor, seem to know an
awful lot about the arcane, and no doubt my father’s secrets. That potion you
gave me worked very well, and quickly, a little too quickly to be crafted
entirely from conventional methods, I think. I wouldn’t be surprised if you’re
a wizard too! Then there’s Lady Denar, our newly appointed tax bursar. She’s a dabbler
in the arcane, and is, if I’m worth my salt, anything but an officer of the treasury!”


Bryn shrugged nonchalantly as Lar and the doctor looked on
with knitted brows. “Elias,” said the doctor, “I can’t fault you in the least
for feeling overwhelmed, but let me try to put some things into perspective for
you.”


“Please do,” said Elias as he approached the table and put
one foot on his chair and leaned an elbow onto his knee.


“Your father was an arcanist,” Phinneas said, “but he didn’t
talk about it because he wanted to leave that life behind for your and Danica’s
sake as well as for his. Fact is, son, you come from a long line of people with
a natural gift for the arcane.”


Elias slapped Lar on the shoulder and winked in parody of one
of the more provincial citizens of the Creek. “Ain’t that shiny!”


“As far the Macallisters are concerned,” the doctor
continued, ignoring Elias’s outburst, “they may have picked up a couple of
parlor tricks, but wizards they most certainly are not. What the Macallisters
lack in talent, or wit, they make up for in wealth. Macallister’s knowledge of
the arcane likely begins and ends with the enchanted baubles and incantations
he’s bought from some unscrupulous wizard or merchant. Such items are quite
rare and expensive, but Macallister has coin in spades.”


Elias leaned in. “My father said as much, but how can you be
sure?”


Phinneas exchanged glances with Bryn. “Practitioners of the
arcane have a specific aura that other arcanists can sense or see.”


“Pardon?” asked Elias.


Phinneas smiled ruefully, while Bryn ripped off another
piece of bread. Around a mouthful she said, “It’s like those paintings and
etchings of saints and knights of old where they have a golden halo drawn
around their head. That’s a symbolic representation of an aura. Nowadays it’s
just an afterthought, and people think nothing of it. Truth is, everyone has an
aura but with an arcanist it’s glaringly evident. So much so that some wizards can
make your hair stand on end, and at times even common folk can sense them,
though they may not be able to see them.”


Elias leaned back on his heels, then plopped into his chair,
curiosity cooling his fury. “Huh. So, Macallister’s aura?”


Phinneas shook his head. “Scant the equal of a first year
Arcalum apprentice.”


“Not a glimmer more than a cud-chewing steer,” Bryn said.


“What’s more,” said Phinneas, “enchanted items cast auras as
well, whereby a properly trained arcanist can detect them and try to interpret
their power and function. That’s the genuine source of Macallister’s power. That
gold ring he wears is magic, as is that dagger he’s been showing off around
town. Wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he has a whole chest full of such
trinkets.”


“And, you Doctor?” Elias said. “What’s your story? If you
can see auras, then one can only assume…”


“I know a bit about magic, yes. Keep in mind though, that
many people have talent in various disciplines of the arcane, and a great deal
of them go through their life and never realize it. Take Abe Radcliffe, for
example, who always seems to know when it’s going to rain at night and covers
up his tobacco. Midwife Clopton can predict the gender of a baby with remarkable
success and knows when a pregnancy is about to turn bad. The title of wizard is
conventionally bestowed on those who dedicate themselves wholly to the mystic
arts and have amassed considerable power, but many people have learned to
utilize their natural gifts, most with no conscious knowledge of it.”


“And you?” Elias asked.


The doctor shrugged. “I have the healer’s touch and the
ability to sense the subtle energies that flow in the human body. Beyond that,
my powers culminate in a keen sense of intuition. However, when refined, intuition
can be used to sense others emotions, catch glimpses of the future, or to know
which herbs will make an effective poultice.”


Elias sat forward. “That potion you gave me—you said you had
a feeling it might come in handy so you brewed a batch the other day. You knew
trouble was coming?”


“If I had foreseen all this,” Phinneas gestured with an open
hand, “I would have done more than mix some witch’s brew. Sadly, fate did not
gift me with prescience, but when I awoke with the urge to make the mustroot
tonic, I knew to heed my gut.”


“It is good you did,” Elias said, his curiosity melting away
as grief ate its way through him with rusty teeth. “That tonic gave me the edge
I needed to defeat Slade. It made me faster.”


“Faster?” asked Lar, his eyes wide with wonderment. “I sure could
use some of that!”


“It doesn’t work on your wits,” Elias jibed with a tight
smile, appreciative of Lar’s attempt at levity.


“That tonic alone is not responsible for your success, Elias,”
Bryn said. “Lar and I were defenseless against Slade’s magic. It immobilized us
almost immediately, but not you. Somehow you resisted Slade’s spell. Not only
that, but you used your sword to literally cut through his magic and repel his
attacks. I hate to put a snake in your britches, but it just may be because
you’re gifted like your dad.”


“I have no knowledge of magic,” Elias said. “It’s my father’s
sword. Here, take a closer look at this.” He stood and bared his right forearm,
showing them once again the characters branded into his arm. “Does this mean
anything to any of you?”


Lar and Bryn were clueless as to the origins of the runes,
but the doctor scratched at his chin thoughtfully. “I have no idea what the
significance of these markings are,” said the doctor, “but they resemble the
written language of the peoples that live on Ulbrea, the continent far to the southeast
of Agia. Perhaps Eurinthium? How in tarnation did you say you got them?”


“I didn’t.” Elias sat back and explained his disconcerting experience
upon drawing his father’s sword. “Doctor, did my father ever discuss anything
like this with you?”


“I’m afraid not. I always admired Padraic’s weapon, but we
never talked about it, and I can certainly tell you he had no such markings.”


“Do you think the sword could be possessed?” Lar asked. “By
spirits or something?”


Given the circumstances, Elias thought, Lar’s question wasn’t
as crazy as it sounded. “Whatever the sword’s story is, it is clearly possessed
of a powerful magic, at the least. Through these brands, it and I are somehow bonded.
Though I have only carried the blade for a short time, I feel we are connected,
like it’s an extension of my body.” The probing glances Bryn and Phinneas
shared were not lost on Elias, but he didn’t feel like discussing the subject
any further.


Elias sighed, and some of the fire went out of him, and left
in its place a profound weariness. “Phinneas, I am thirsty something fierce. Have
you any ale?”


The doctor sent for Agnes who returned shortly with a
pitcher of ale and mugs. Elias took a long draw on the hoppy brew, and then lit
one of his father’s cigarettes with his flint and steel lighter. He offered the
tin to the others and much to his surprise they each took one. The four
companions shared the silence for a time, white-blue skeins of smoke drifting
about them as they sipped the cool ale.


Elias ground out his cigarette. He told the doctor that
Slade’s left wrist bore a bright red tattoo of an S. Phinneas’s face blanched,
and he took a shaky drink of his ale.


“What is it Doctor?” Elias said. “You look like you’ve seen
a ghost.”


“The Scarlet Hand,” the doctor said, almost reverentially,
as if he uttered the true name of the One God, or a demon.


“I have never heard of them before,” Bryn said. “Are they an
assassin guild?”


“That’s something of an understatement,” Phinneas said. “I’m
not surprised you haven’t heard of them. Not many have. The existence of the
Scarlet Hand is known to very few and is closely guarded. Only a handful have
heard the words Scarlet Hand spoken aloud. You are now among them.”


“God’s blood, Doc,” Lar said. “You’re scaring the sand right
out of me. What in the hell’s going on here?”


“Phinneas,” said Elias slowly, “this Scarlet Hand is
responsible for my Father’s death, for reasons at this time unknown. This thing
may go deeper than I had initially thought. It looks like Slade may have been
motivated by more than greed.”


“Greed?” questioned Phinneas.


Elias waved a hand cursorily. “Slade said he had been
hunting for my father’s sword for decades and that’s why he came, but I’ll get
to that in a moment. First, tell me what you know of this Scarlet Hand. Our
lives may well depend on it.”


Phinneas studied his hands and let loose a deep, slow sigh. “Padraic
feared that the Hand would return in our lifetime, and it looks like he’s
right,” Phinneas said, almost to himself. He blinked away a distant memory and
looked up at Elias. “There are five noble houses in Galacia and the ruling house,
the House of Denar. The five houses sit on the king’s, or queen’s, council. However,
once there were six houses.”


“Hold up,” said Elias. “My father’s Marshal shield bears the
heraldry of the House of Denar. On it there is a tree that has seven stars
caught in its branches. Six houses, plus House Denar—seven.”


Phinneas nodded, pleased at Elias’s observation. “Yes, yes,
just so. The seventh house has fallen out of memory, but its star has never
been removed from the heraldry, a vestige from a long forgotten time. Moreover,
if you draw lines between the six outer stars, you will draw a large six-sided
star, with one in the center representing the House of Denar. In the formative
days of our kingdom, the houses were called The Seven Stars of Galacia and
comprised a single star, which represented a unified land.”


“But why didn’t they take the seventh star out of the
heraldry?” asked Lar. “And what happened to the seventh house in the first place?”


“Padraic surmised that the star had been left as a reminder
to subsequent generations of how close treachery could lie, which was
ultimately why the seventh house was banished.


“As the story goes, the seventh house shared a kinship with House
Denar, and next to it was the most powerful of the noble houses. But the
seventh house wasn’t satisfied with second fiddle and lusted for the crown,
and, ultimately, attempted to seize the throne. The coup failed, but only just,
and not before incurring heavy losses on both sides. The king at the time,
Mathias Denar, was a wizard of no small consequence and placed an enduring
curse upon the entire seventh houses’s bloodline, banishing every last scion
and prohibiting any offspring of the cursed line from ever returning.”


“Britches,” Elias breathed, borrowing Lar’s favorite curse.


“Legend holds,” Phinneas said, “that each member of the
seventh house, and those born to it hence, were cursed to have a left hand
colored bright red, so that all who saw them would know that they had steeped
their hand in their brother’s blood. As they were exiled, the banished house
swore an oath that it would one day find a way to return and take vengeance on
House Denar, and reclaim Galacia and Agia for its own.”


The companions exchanged grave looks and Elias felt himself
shiver despite himself. “That’s quite a bedtime story,” he said.


“Indeed,” said Phinneas as he peered into the dregs of his
mug.


“Could the return of this cursed house actually be upon us?”
Elias asked. “If the curse has endured so long, what could possibly break it
now?”


“I don’t know, Elias,” Phinneas replied. He drained his mug.
“Agnes! Pray bring more ale.” Phinneas stretched his arms over his head and
then rubbed at a kink in his neck as he continued. “Magic has laws. That much I
do know. Banishing an entire bloodline is no small feat. Such a geas is old
magic, and beyond our ken. What I can surmise, is that such an act required an
ornate ritual, which might well have included King Mathias making a pact with a
greater power, the use of artifacts, or any number of criteria foreign to us.”


“Has this curse,” Bryn said, “if it is in fact genuine,
already been lifted? For if not, then how could Slade have come?”


“The Scarlet Hand, as far as I know, is merely, well, the hand
of the banished house—their agents abroad. Long has there been the whisper of
such men walking the lands gathering intelligence for the seventh house, but this
is the first time in generations that one has been discovered, much less taken.
This is the first time the Hand has left any witness alive.”


Elias felt the others’ eyes upon him, and he shifted
uneasily under their weight. “Well, it won’t be the last. If they are as
far-reaching and covert as you say, we may not have to find them at all—they
may very well come for us to tie up loose ends.”


“The queen must be warned,” Bryn said. “Her life could be in
danger.”


“If Phinneas is right, the entire House of Denar is in
danger, including you,” Elias replied. “You may all be marked for death. For my
part, my first order of business is to deal with Macallister.”


“Do you think he is involved with these guys?” Lar asked.


Elias snorted. “Macallister is an opportunist. I can’t
imagine he has any real knowledge of the Scarlet Hand, or their motives. No, I
suspect he stumbled into something bigger than himself, and is nothing more
than a pawn. Still, I plan to bring him in. His observations, however trivial,
may be of some consequence. And,” Elias added, his countenance darkening,
“Macallister must be made to answer for his crimes.”


Elias saw the doctor smiling thinly at him. “What is it?”


“Oh, nothing, son,” Phinneas said, “only that you reminded
me of your father just now.”


Elias sighed deeply. “Ah, Dad…” He felt his eyes well up,
but blinked them clear. He refused to succumb to his emotions, at least not
yet. He still had work to do. Elias cleared his throat. “Something about this
just doesn’t feel right. I can’t imagine an ancient order like the one you’ve
described hiring out to assassinate a whiskey distiller. As I said, Slade told
me that he came for my father’s sword, that it belonged to him. But all that
carnage for a sword? It doesn’t make sense. There must be more to it. It must
be because of who my father was.”


“I don’t know,” Bryn said, “you heard what Slade said. That
blade is no usual sword. That thing reeks of power. It’s old magic. And what’s
more, it’s not Galacian. God alone knows how old that thing is.”


“You seem to know an awful lot,” Elias said, a little dryly.


Bryn grinned, nonplussed. “Court education.”


In the aftermath of Bryn’s words the companions fell silent
as they waited for Agnes to bring more ale, each alone with their thoughts. Bryn
waited for the doctor to pour the ale and then broke the silence. She looked
hard at each of them in turn and said in a soft voice, “It is because of
Macallister that I have come to Knoll Creek.”









Chapter 9


Bryn’s Story


“Come again?” said Elias as he exchanged looks with
Phinneas, while Lar choked on a mouthful of ale.


“You’re right, Elias, I’m not a tax collector. I work with
the captain of the queen’s guard, Daryn Blackwell, under the queen’s steward,
Ogden Vandrael. We are members of the Vanguard, the modern incarnation of the
Knights Vanguard, but our mission remains the same—safeguard crown and kingdom
against any threat by any and every means available. Our order has changed with
the times and now rather than fighting enemies on the field of battle, we do so
in Peidra’s Court, countless other political arenas, back alleyways and dark
corridors—anywhere a dagger is preferred to the broadsword.


“A Vanguard operates outside of the purview of the public
domain. For lack of a better word, I am a spy. As a cousin to the queen I am
well-known at court and have a reputation for being whimsical—a reputation I
willingly foster. As a result I can come and go as I please and when some
plotting upstart is in his cups he doesn’t think twice about spilling his beans
to the comely, dim-witted girl that’s been flirting with him all night.”


“Sounds like a good gig,” Lar said into the pregnant silence.


“It has its moments,” Bryn said with a wink, but her face
assumed a grave expression presently. “Since the death of my uncle, King
Peregrine, Eithne has dodged an alarming number of plots against her, both
politically and corporeally, which is precisely why I am here in your fair
town. Before I begin, I must have the word of each of you that what I say here
will not leave this room.”


“You have it, freely given,” Elias said as he saluted her
with a clasped right fist over his heart.


“Me too,” said Lar.


“And I,” said Phinneas.


Bryn leaned over the table. “Last month we intercepted a
cryptic letter without signature or salutation. It was written mostly in code
but we were able to decipher small portions of it. Our primary clue was the
phrase hart hunt. Hart is an archaic word for a stag, which is the
central character on the Denar coat of arms. In times past the Kings of House
Denar were called the Stag. As you can imagine, this was quite alarming
for it hinted at a plot on the queen’s life.”


“How did you come upon this correspondence?” asked Elias.


“Captain Blackwell observed that a palace page, Tomas, had
begun acting strangely. He had a wild unkempt look, and he had been seen talking
to himself. Now this fellow was popular with the ladies and known for his amiability
and social grace, so when he began skirting friends and lurking in his quarters
during his time off, the captain took note of it. Nothing really threatening,
mind you, but Blackwell thought I better look into it just to be sure.


“So, one night I visit Tomas in his chambers. I practically
had to force my way in. I tried to get him to drink some wine with me, but he
refused, muttering that the One God didn’t look kindly on indulgence in the
fermentation of grape or grain. Convinced something was amiss, I broke into his
room when he was on duty and discovered the letter stuck away in a chest. Then—”


“Hold up,” said Elias. “You said he had a wild look—what do
you mean by that? Was it in any way similar to Danica’s behavior when we found
her?”


Bryn cocked her head to a side as she considered. “Come to
think of it, yes, I believe so. Actually, he had that same spooked look in his
eye.”


“So, it’s possible that he may have been under the sway of
an enchantment,” Elias said, “which could have caused his sudden change in
character—perhaps the very same kind of fell magic that afflicted Danica.”


“You may just be on to something.” Bryn leaned back and took
a deep draw on her mug of ale. “It doesn’t fit that a spy infiltrated Lucerne
Palace by posing as a page, only to blow cover by acting out of character after
years of exemplary service. No, someone got to him. The questions then are how,
and whom.”


“And now we have a good idea as to who—The Scarlet Hand,”
Elias said. “Please, continue.”


“As you can imagine,” Bryn said, “the note moved us to take
up a heightened state of alert. We had no leads other than the knowledge that
there was a conspiracy against the crown, whether foreign or domestic. However,
all this business happened during the Summit Arcana, which gave us somewhere to
start, but also gave would-be conspirators a literal sea of suspicious
characters to hide in.”


“What’s the Arcana Summit?” Lar asked.


“The Summit is a three day convention, where like-minded
people gather to discuss magic and sell and trade books, potions, baubles and
whatever else you can imagine, and plenty you can’t. It’s an annual tradition
started centuries ago by King Malachi to foster good relations between arcanists
in a neutral, safe place and to increase our knowledge and exposure to the
arcane arts. These days it’s mostly populated by hacks and wealthy poseurs.”


“Like Macallister,” Elias said.


Bryn grunted. “Like Macallister. Many travel a great
distance to attend the Summit and among all the greenhorns there are some
legitimate practitioners and vendors. As a result, many arrive before the start
of the summit, to rest after a week in the saddle, or because the distance is
so great they make a holiday out of it and enjoy all Peidra has to offer. Because
of this, the inns and taverns bustle all the week, and the city is teeming with
tourists, which makes it harder for the city guard, the Blackshields, to keep
an eye on everything.”


“The ideal time to make a move against the crown,” Elias
said.


“Precisely,” said Bryn. “Now our Page, Tomas, was known to
frequent a tavern that lay in close proximity to the Summit. He had begun acting
odd at the beginning of the previous week, and I apprehended the letter on the
second night of the Summit. The Captain and I decided that I should attend the
final day of the Summit, assume the role of the flippant aristocrat, and see if
I could scrape together any leads or spot any suspicious characters.”


“And out of everyone there you picked Macallister?” Phinneas
asked.


“Not quite,” Bryn said. “You see the trouble is that keeping
an eye out for suspicious individuals at the Summit Arcana is like trying to
find a needle in a pile of needles. I couldn’t very well walk around asking
people if they had seen anyone suspicious amongst the masses. After turning up
little of value, I went to the tavern Tomas frequented, a modest drinking hole bearing
the ridiculous name of The Frothing Otter. The way I figured, Tomas’s
relief would be coming in soon and he might go to the tavern to meet his
coconspirator, if said individual was using the Summit as cover. He was being
tailed by the guard in any case, but I had little else to work with.


“I made myself comfortable against a wall and waited. In
short order, happily, Tomas entered the tavern. Moments later followed two men
I recognized from the palace guard dressed in plain clothes. Tomas went to the
bar and sat next to a man who had busied himself with peering into his mug of
ale. The man didn’t look up from his drink. In fact, the man did not give any
indication that he knew Tomas existed. Tomas glanced briefly to either side,
drank one mug, paid and then left. The guard, none the wiser, followed him back
into the streets.


“Something about that man at the bar bothered me though. I
couldn’t quite put a finger on it. He didn’t stand out in any way: Nondescript
clothing, his posture didn’t suggest he had anything to hide; he didn’t look
around furtively as the guilty often do; normal, well-manicured haircut, no
distinguishing marks. He looked like nothing so much as an average citizen
enjoying a drink after a long day. In the end maybe it was that that tipped me
off—he blended in a little too well.


“So, I waited. I figured if this was the guy that got to
Tomas, he would be clever enough to notice the page had been followed, and
would tell him to scat. The man continued to sit there, nursing the same mug,
for well over an hour. Now convinced I had my man, I stayed. The odd thing is,
despite the fact that the tavern was packed, no one else took the bar stool
next to my mark and the barkeep never offered him another drink.”


“That smacks of magic,” said Phinneas.


“Agreed,” Bryn said. “Then in walks none other than one Roderick
Macallister. I was suspicious at once. You see, The Frothing Otter is a
reputable enough establishment, but it’s a working man’s drinking hole. Macallister
was dressed far too well to be anything but a member of the gentry, or a
wealthy merchant at the least. He took the empty stool and, like before, the
fellow looked into his mug and paid the noble no mind. However, Macallister
seemed fidgety and he leaned his head a little too close to the man in question.
Macallister paid for his drink with a platinum note. The barkeep brought him a
handful of gold sovereigns as change—hell, on a normal day the barkeep probably
wouldn’t have had that much change on hand. Macallister finished his wine and
then headed for the door, leaving his coin behind, which the man scooped up in
a single motion.”


“It was Slade!” Elias said.


“Truth be told,” Bryn said, “I never got a clean look at
him. As he left he kept his face turned from me, almost as if he knew I watched
him.”


“Likely he did,” Phinneas said dryly.


“Regardless, I followed him out into the twilight streets,
but he had disappeared as if he never were. Frantic at the prospect of losing
him I climbed a lantern post, but I couldn’t spot him in any direction. I had
lost my only lead, and had little hope of locating him again, especially
considering I couldn’t identify him even if I did.”


“However,” Elias said, “it was easy enough to find out who
Macallister was and follow him back to Knoll Creek. All you needed was a suitable
cover.”


Bryn leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. “That’s
my story.”


“Why didn’t you bring Macallister in and question him in
Peidra?” asked Lar. “Why come all this way?”


“My experiences in the Frothing Otter taught me one thing:
whatever the identity of the man in question may be, he was highly skilled at
avoiding detection and extremely intelligent. Consider also his choice in
Tomas. He picked a spy that could go virtually anywhere in the Palace, even the
throne room, without raising suspicion, and what’s more, a spy that no one
would look twice at—for all intents and purposes, virtually invisible. It is
only due to the vigilant eye of Captain Blackwell that I am even here.


“I have no doubt that if we took Macallister in Peidra, this
man and his agents would find out and go to ground, and then we wouldn’t have
any chance of uncovering their plot and no further leads. Our only chance lay
in stealth and secrecy, to observe Macallister in the hope he could lead us to
this man. I didn’t even follow Macallister for fear he was under surveillance. I
allowed him a two-day head start.”


“You came alone?” Elias asked.


Bryn shook her head around a yawn. “No, I came with an
entire company of the queen’s finest Redshields, but I figured our quarry could
probably pick out a guardsmen in civilian clothes a mile away, so I left them
in Ralston, where they’re close enough to be summoned in a few hours, but
without jeopardizing my cover. I traveled the rest of the way to Knoll with
just my two retainers.”


“Speaking of which,” Elias said, “where are your retainers?”


“I left them in town, with instructions to go for help if I
didn’t send word by nightfall. I figured if we ran afoul, there’d be no one to
alert the Redshields in Ralston.”


Bryn’s yawn proved infectious, and Phinneas found himself
following in kind. “We’ve all had one hell of a day,” he said. “Why don’t we
call it a night. This palaver has kept an old man up far past his bed time.”


The companions decided, after a little prodding from the doctor,
that the safest and most practical course of action would be that they all
stayed the night at the ranch. Talk of the Scarlet Hand and ancient curses had
made everyone a little skittish.


Later, as Phinneas tried to find a comfortable spot in his
bed, his thoughts dwelled on Elias. Bryn had been right about the distiller—Elias
had the gift. More than that, unlike many of the arcanists of the day who
manipulated the magical forces that permeated the universe through study and
the use of incantation and formula, Elias was an Innate. He had the rare gift
of being able to channel magical energy through force of will, rather than
having to rely on ritual and formula.


Phinneas only hoped that Elias could learn to control his
budding abilities, and not the other way around. Despite the great power
available to an Innate, it was a double edged sword. Many such individuals
could not cope with their gift and were consumed by the very energies they
sought dominion over.


Thus troubled, Phinneas Crowe fell asleep at last, only to
be haunted by visions of an all-consuming fire and an ocean of indigo energy
washing over all he knew.









Chapter 10


Audiences


Sarad waited impatiently for his familiar to
materialize. He could sense the imp’s presence, but his servant was nothing if
not impetuous, and enjoyed taxing Sarad’s forbearance whenever possible.


“What have you discovered, Talinus?” It took a supreme force
of will for Sarad not to turn his head and actively look for the imp. Demonic familiars
did not enjoy a reputation for being the most loyal of agents, but their unique
skills more than made up for this singular failing.


“Much is afoot my Master,” Talinus hissed from
alarmingly close, his pronunciation of Master derisive at best.


The imp remained invisible, much to his own amusement, until
he glided over Sarad’s shoulder and materialized. Talinus alighted on the
floor. Standing, he could look the Prelate, who sat, in the eye without needing
to tilt his head.


“I’m all ears,” Sarad said.


“The queen has received a correspondence from Baruch Rachman,
king of Ittamar.”


“Yes, Talinus, I know who the king of Ittamar is.”


“Of course, my Master.” The imp grinned around a mouthful of
needlelike teeth. “He wishes to engage in trade with Galacia—ore in exchange
for grain. He offers to send an emissary to discuss a lasting peace and open
trade.”


Talinus yawned.


“And...” said Sarad, who failed to keep his ire from
slipping into his voice, “what did the queen decide?”


“After much deliberation she decided to allow the emissary
to come.”


“Indeed.” Sarad leaned back and pointedly ignored Talinus as
he mulled the news over. The false Prelate’s scheming mind had already begun to
generate new plots from this unexpected turn of events. “This bodes well for
us. We can turn this into quite the advantage, my little friend. How does the
council feel about the queen’s choice?”


“The Five Houses are not pleased, with the exception of
Antares, who supports his niece as usual. Although, Rabidine, while he regards
the Ittamar with distaste, doesn’t seem to care overly much one way or the
other. As long as the flow of wine from Phyra is not interrupted, he’ll take
anything in stride. Even though the queen holds firm in her decision, the
council continues to argue their point and bicker amongst themselves.”


“Excellent. Division only breeds a more fertile ground for the
seed of our rising.”


“Brilliant metaphor, Master.”


Sarad snorted a laugh despite himself. He loosed Talinus’s
leash with a thought, emancipating the imp slightly from the geas that kept him
bound in servitude. “You have done well. Why don’t you go enjoy yourself a
vestal virgin or some other such delicacy. Just be careful to cover your
tracks.”


Talinus all but purred. He didn’t even attempt a trademark
quip, for his eyes had already glazed over in anticipation of the grisly sating
of his demonic appetites.


Talinus flew from Sarad’s chambers atop the central tower of
the Keep of the One God and into the dusk.


A toothy grin erupted on Sarad’s face. Everything was
falling into place without so much as a hitch. Soon the throne would be under
his control, and the reward for his tireless efforts on the behalf of his Lords
would come due.


The Prelate’s smug indulgence, however, proved short lived.


The heat drained from the room in the span of a breath. Sarad’s
breath steamed in the frigid air and goose-bumps sprouted on his forearms and
the nape of his neck. He turned from the window, pulse thundering in
apprehension of what awaited him.


A shade stood before him, its visage contorted into a mask
of rage. The shadowy form wavered and pulsed in waves of indigo energy shot
through with scarlet veins. Sarad composed himself and addressed his fallen
compatriot.


“Slade, what has befallen you?”


“The Marshal rides. Beware. Sleeping lions have woken. From
the south they rise.”


With that cryptic remark the specter of Slade burned out in
a cataclysm of fell energy and a lashing of gales, leaving an atypically uneasy
Sarad Mirengi in its wake.


†


“It is not my wish to belabor the point, my Queen,”
said Lord Geoffrey Oberon, voice of House Oberon on the council, “but the House
of Oberon cannot condone an audience with this Ittamar emissary.” He all
but spat the last the word, as if uttering a curse. “Who can guess at the
intent of such a mission? Perhaps their motives are noble. However, it might be
an insidious plot to scout our defenses, and learn the layout of Peidra and
Lucerne Palace. Worse yet, it could be a cleverly concealed assassination
attempt under the guise of diplomacy.”


Eithne took a deep breath before responding to the reedy
Lord Oberon. “Firstly, Oberon, it is not your place to condone my choices or
mandates. Your role, if your memory must be refreshed, is to offer counsel, not
approval. Now, it does not seem likely that Ittamar would send spies or
assassins in the open. It would only initiate another conflict, and all of our
intelligence suggests that they are as ill equipped to fight another war as we.
If it is foul play they intend, they would send covert agents, not diplomats
under a flag of truce.”


“Your reasoning, Majesty, is of course quite sound,” said
Lord Vachel Ogressa, who had missed the council’s last session due to his
meeting with the Prelate. “Be that as it may, if Baruch bears you ill will he
may count on us thinking he wouldn’t dare to send an assassin or spy out in the
open. While searching for the snake in the long grass, one may overlook the one
underfoot.”


Eithne clenched her teeth so hard she feared they would
break, although she knew she shouldn’t be surprised that Vachel had jumped to
Oberon’s side. House Ogressa and Oberon had ever been eager bedfellows. Aside
from being the wealthiest and most influential of the five houses, they both
enjoyed a long standing rapport with decadent Phyra. The big Os as
Eithne called them, made ideal candidates for diplomatic missions to that
carefree monarchy, for they shared not only blood ties but a love of all things
opulent. She supposed Oberon and Ogressa were sore that they had been born to
an agrarian kingdom and not their neighbors to the west, who were known for
their rich deposits of marble, precious ores, and poetry.


“It pleases me, Lord Ogressa, that you are so concerned for
my welfare, but I assure you that we will take all necessary precautions,”
Eithne said. “Captain Blackwell has the situation well under control. The
emissaries from Ittamar will never go unescorted in our lands.”


“If it is your will, My Lady, the council will see it done,”
said Josua Antares, Eithne’s one steadfast ally on the council.


Known for his even temper, the mature yet vibrant Lord of
House Antares always supported the interests of his niece. Never having known
her Mother, who died in childbirth, Eithne had the love of two fathers. Some
twenty-odd years later, when aged King Peregrine succumbed to the consumption
and followed his bride to the afterlife, Josua and faithful Ogden were all she
had left of her parents, and of affection.


“I think we owe it to the children of the war,” Josua
continued, “and the veterans that gave their lives, to give peace a chance.”


“We owe it to the soldiers and knights that spilled their
blood in the frost-lands not to roll out the red carpet and treat these heathen
butchers like an old acquaintance we had an unfortunate spat with!” said Dekel
Mycrum, voice of the militant House Mycrum.


“Lord Mycrum, no one is asking you to befriend these men
from the North, but merely listen to what they have to say,” Eithne said. “I
know the Quarter Century War is still fresh in our minds, and the wounds yet
tender, but believe me when I say House Denar will never allow that bitter campaign
to become a footnote, forgotten to the scribes and bards. We will honor the
past, but we must also honor the future. This is the will of the crown.”


Mycrum bowed his head. “Yes, my Queen,” he said, a little
stiffly, but not without deference.


“Let them come,” said Lord Winthrop Rabidine with a shrug. “The
northmen may be brutes and savages, but I think the sting has gone from their
bite. Their mountain halls are teeming with gold and workable ore in abundance,
and they are doubtlessly little aware how valuable the resources they take for
granted are. Also, selling grain to the Ittamar may drive up the market price,
which could further line our pockets. The less grain we have, the more we can
charge to our other buyers.”


“Yes, Winthrop” said Mycrum dryly, “we all understand the
basics of supply and demand.”


The House of Rabidine long enjoyed a reputation as the most
flippant of the high houses—a reputation that Winthrop, the youngest member of the
queen’s Council, certainly lived up to. Of Winthrop, rumor held that he
inherited his father’s excessive appetite for wine and other more exotic
intoxicants, and also an indolent approach to life, taking great pleasure in
reveling into the early hours of the morning. Thus, this was a typical response
from House Rabidine who, having its hands in many of the prominent merchant
houses, adopted a more lenient attitude when issues of trade were involved.


Still, Eithne needed the support of House Rabidine, and she
was glad to have it despite Winthrop’s myriad failings—or his motives.


“If I may,” said Vachel with a demure clearing of his
throat, “bring up another subject for debate?”


“By all means, Lord Ogressa,” said Eithne, who was thankful
to leave the subject of the Ittamarian emissary behind. “What do you have on
your mind?”


“I wish to speak of Prelate.”


“Oh?” Eithne said, taken aback. “What has the Prelate to do
with matters of council?”


“Not a thing, your Majesty,” Vachel answered, “which is
precisely my point.”


“Vachel,” Eithne sighed, “I permiss you to be blunt.”


Vachel favored his queen with a smile. “The Prelate has made
quite a reputation for himself, as you know. He is the youngest man to be
appointed to his venerable office. He is wise and has the ear of God himself. Some
say that he has the ability to perform divine miracles, like the prophets of
old!”


“I’m not sure I like where this is headed,” Mycrum growled,
frowning at the cheerful Vachel Ogressa.


“Yes, what exactly are you getting at?” said Josua, his hawk-like
eyes narrowing.


Oberon threw his hands up. “Let the man finish!”


The queen nodded and Vachel continued. “I propose that we
think about inviting the Prelate to be an advisor to the council.”


“That is preposterous,” Josua said flatly. “The Church has
no involvement in the rule of Galacia. Hell, the Church has already spread its
faith through the lands and practically has a temple in every town. It’s a
moral center not a governing body, and has more than enough power if you ask me.”


“I must agree with Lord Antares,” Eithne said, troubled. “What
would behoove you to suggest this?”


Vachel shrugged and grinned sheepishly. “Only that I
recently had an audience with the Prelate, and discovered a deep admiration for
his wisdom and candor. I feel his counsel would prove most valuable.”


“Actually, it may not be that bad an idea,” mused Oberon, as
he rubbed at the side of his prominent nose. “Such a move could win favor with
the more conservative members of the court and citizenry. It may demonstrate to
your critics that wonder why you refuse to take a husband that you are in fact
a God-fearing woman, with an intact moral compass.”


Eithne fumed. The council and a host of other advisors, with
the exception of Josua, had been beleaguering her, both implicitly and
explicitly, about marriage since her father’s death. Just last week, she had
been paid a diplomatic visit from Prince Nigel of Erastes whose circumspect
attempts at wooing and flirtation were as laughable as they were infuriating. She
could only guess at which one of her incorrigible counselors or advisors it had
been that planted the seed in the Prince’s mind.


Eithne refused to wed. Her position as monarch was precarious
enough without forging an alliance through marriage with a foreign power that
might attempt to subvert her will and the well-being of her people. The court,
of course, hungered for the wealth such a marriage would bring, but Eithne’s
concern was in maintaining the autonomy of the crown. Worse yet, marrying
inside the country would jeopardize the delicate balance of power between the
Five Houses, and the other members of the court might defer to a male
sovereign, who would have the interests of his own house and progeny in the
foreground of his thoughts.


Eithne knew she had to consolidate her own power as queen
before taking a husband. She swore to herself and her father when she took the
crown that the House of Denar would keep the throne. She was young and healthy
yet, and if some scheming courtier happened to slide a dagger in her back, well
she had her Uncle Vance and then Bryn to succeed her.


Eithne’s thoughts briefly turned to her cousin. Considering Bryn’s
ravishing beauty, it was something of a mystery that she remained unwed, but it
suited the queen just fine. Bryn’s unique skills served Galacia far better in
her current capacity than as a mother of potential monarchs, at least for now.


“Lord Ogressa,” the queen said at last, manufacturing her
most winning smile, “I respect the spirit of your proposition, but for now five
of you are as much as I can handle. That being said, if there is nothing
else...” She waited a moment, pointedly looking Geoffrey Oberon in the eye,
daring him to goad her further. “This session of the Council of the Six Houses
has come to a end.”


†


The witch looked up at Agnar Vundi with murky, pupilless
eyes. Despite the clouds that rolled across her irises, like a foreboding storm
front predicting calamity, the ancient woman didn’t seem to have any trouble
seeing him. She held an opaque skull sized orb in both hands.


“What do you see?” asked Agnar who crouched uneasily on his
haunches.


“There is a storm coming.”


Agnar laughed. “Funny, those were my sentiments exactly.”


“Not the kind you smell in the wind, champion of arms. Nay, but
a storm nevertheless rises far to the south in the parched heat of a blasted
wasteland. It will rise far from our borders and spread first through Galacia,
but after consuming our foes of yore it will turn its hunger upon us.”


Agnar rubbed at his clean-shaven face as he pondered the
import of the witch’s words. It felt strange to be beardless, but Baruch
thought that the Galacians, who saw only savages in the men of the north, would
take an emissary more seriously if he presented himself in southern fashion. “I
came here, seer,” he said, “to seek what my future held.”


“That,” she said with a narrowing of her tempestuous eyes, “is
your fate.”


“By the halls of our fathers,” Agnar cursed. “See you
nothing else?”


“Only that your fate is intertwined with that of a
Southlander—a brother in blood. To save him is to save yourself, and our nation.”


Agnar strode out of the witch’s tent with a heavier heart
than when he had entered, which he hadn’t thought possible. As cousin to the
King, his station as well as his prowess in battle had earned him the respect
of many, and the honored mission of serving as diplomatic emissary to Galacia.


He, unlike most of his brethren, did not relish in the
thrill of the fight, despite his reputation for getting out of tight spots. Truth
be told, Agnar loathed battle, although one of the prime tenets of the Ittamar
way of life said that glory and honor came to those who fell beneath the sword.
Nevertheless, with his unorthodox style of fighting with dual short blades he
cut his way to victory time and again.


While this current mission did not entail force of arms, it
promised to be his most deadly and challenging trial yet.


A son of Ittamar had not set foot on Galacian soil, save the
field of battle, for nigh two centuries. The Gods alone knew what dangers
awaited in the court of his ancient foe. What he did know for certain was that
without southern grain many of his kin would not survive the next winter.


Agnar adjusted the swords he wore at his waist in the
Galacian fashion and pulled his cloak tight. The wind nibbled at his face and
hands, and in that ghostly promise of winter he fancied he heard the whisper of
malignant voices crooning for his blood.









Chapter 11


Marshal Rising


Elias watched as the wilting sun painted Macallister’s
fields of grain scarlet. He stood stock-still, biding his time for the better
part of an hour. A careless observer might have taken him for a scarecrow, save
for the Marshal’s duster and the exotic blade strapped to his back.


Elias suppressed a burning desire to spring into action, to
take a torch to Macallister’s fields, barns, and outbuildings, laying waste to
everything he had, as the rancher had done to him. His heart punched against
his breastbone and he breathed heavily, as if caught in a dead run—but still he
waited.


Phinneas, naturally, had thought his plan to take
Macallister in foolhardy at best. “These things must go through the proper
channels,” he had said. “But what’s more, Macallister may have hired swords,
and at the least you’ll have Cormik to deal with. Elias, you could get yourself
killed.”


He had to concede that point to the doctor. The brash young
noble would doubtlessly be eager to take the opportunity to seek requital for
his humiliation in the fencing circle. Elias, however, had reasoned that while
Macallister likely had armed men to protect his lands and riches, they were
probably local men and none too eager to cross steel in mortal combat. The two
men posted at Macallister’s front gates, though, looked anything but, and had
the hardened, grizzled look of professional mercenaries.


Despite the pause that gave him, it had been easy enough to
avoid the sell-swords by scaling an unattended portion the wall that protected
Macallister’s manor and slip around the back of the estate proper. His main
worry at that point had been leaving Comet grazing in the open, which, aside
from being a clue as to the presence of an unexpected guest, denied him the
possibility of a quick getaway if things went south. Or, Elias amended, it had
been his main worry until he discovered that Macallister had also posted a pair
of guards at the rear entrance of the manor by the gardens.


His chances of making it across the open ground unnoticed
were minimal, so he figured he would approach the rear guards straightaway and
try to talk his way past them. A handful of revelers milled about the gardens,
in awe of the sheer bounty of Macallisters unrivaled collection of exotic
flora, so there was a slim chance the guards would mistake him for another gawker,
but not only did it seem likely that an armed man clad in a Marshal’s garb
would strike some suspicion, but Elias had a feeling that the guards may have
been warned to keep an eye out for a man fitting his description.


Nevertheless, he saw little alternative. He waited, patiently
observing, and played through different scenarios in his mind’s-eye. He knew
this was the night. He had to confront Macallister in public. The rancher had
far too much clout for Elias to press charges against him with so little
evidence, for a thorough search of Mayfair Manor had revealed not the smallest
clue as to the assassin’s origins or a connection to Macallister, which left
Elias with only the testimony of Bryn and Lar. He needed the people of Knoll
Creek on his side if he hoped to bring Macallister down.


Phinneas, for all his misgivings, saw the reason in this. It
had been easy enough for Elias to draw the mayor to his cause, and while
Bromstead had little legal power in matters such as these, which fell into the
purview of the duchy’s magistrate, he was well loved by the people of the
county and they would support him.


It had been difficult to approach Bromstead at the funeral,
although he had Bryn, Lar, and Phinneas at his side. Yet it paled in comparison
to seeing Asa laid out.


Everything about the experience was grotesque, from the waxy
sheen of her skin, the thick, cloying scent of the undertaker’s perfume, to her
golden hair, so lustrous in life, now brittle and stiff, like scarecrow straw. Gone
from his betrothed was the light that animated her in life: an almost childlike
exuberance that permeated everything she did, a gentle glow that softened
Elias’s hard edges and calmed the brooding aspects of his personality. Bereft
of that tempering influence, Elias felt only jagged iron in the core of him. So
he held firm to that serrated hunk of ore, for rage and an appetite for
vengeance were all that shielded him from a stifling deluge of grief.


“I have been up at night wondering how something like this
could have happened,” said Ulric Bromstead. “Why is my baby gone? And, Elias,
where have you been?”


“Hunting the men who did this.”


Bromstead’s eyes cleared momentarily and hardened. “And?”


“One of the assassins is dead by my hand.” Elias rested his
hands on Bromstead’s shoulders. “I have learned they came for my father, and
were hired by Roderick Macallister. On his head rests the death of my father
and…” Elias shook his head, unable to say her name. Bromstead trembled and the
blood drained from his face. Elias gathered Bromstead in a hard embrace and
whispered into his ear. “I’m going to take Macallister in tomorrow night at his
gala. He won’t expect it. Lady Denar will support me, but I need you there.”


Bromstead scrubbed his eyes with a handkerchief. “And if he
resists?”


“Let’s hope he does.”


Elias’s thoughts returned to the present. It was almost time.
He wanted Macallister and his guests to glut themselves on his rich food before
taking action. The torpor wrought by decadent beef steaks, roasted quail, heady
wine, and strong knoll-whiskey might give him the edge he needed in taking the
would-be wizard in.


He checked that his sword was clear in its scabbard and
sighed. “You might as well come out, Lar,” he said.


Lar, who crouched behind a bale of hay, stood and
tentatively, like a hound wary of his master’s ire, crept toward his friend. “How
did you know I followed you?”


“I told you to stay with Danica.”


“Agnes has her well in hand. I don’t care what success you
may have had with Slade, you need someone to watch your back. Macallister’s
thugs may not be too keen on you taking him.”


“Bryn is in position at Macallister’s own table, and I have
Bromstead’s support. Once Macallister is subdued his lackeys will probably
stand down.”


“Probably?” Lar screwed up his face in an expression Elias
knew all too well, which said he hadn’t fooled anyone. “Did you really expect
me to stay behind?”


“No.” Elias’s unblinking gaze still fixed on the rear of
Macallister’s Manor. “But this isn’t exactly legal—I’m not really a lawman. If
this thing goes poorly for me, I don’t want to take you down with me. Lar, this
is my fight, not yours.” Elias felt Lar stiffen at his side.


“That’s a hell of a thing for you to say to me.”


A pregnant moment of silence fell between the two friends.


“We wait a few minutes until sundown,” Elias said. “I will
take Macallister and Cormik with Bryn. You’re crowd control. Keep Macallister’s
thugs off my back. Constable Oring will most likely defer to Bryn’s rank, but
we should be prepared for any eventuality.”


“The Mayor hasn’t let Oring in on this whole thing?”


“You kidding me? That sheepskin couldn’t keep a secret from
a stranger he met on the side of the road. The only reason a man like Oring is
wearing the shield is that his Daddy wore it before him. No, Oring’s in the
dark, though he shall be illuminated soon enough.”


Lar stifled a chuckle. “Understood. I’m on crowd, you go for
the head.”


“The hardest part will be gaining entrance to the great hall.”


“What’s the plan then?”


“We walk right in as if we belong here, and hope for the
best. If we encounter resistance we deal with it.”


Then a thought occurred to Elias. He turned to Lar. “You
said Agnes had Danica well in hand. Where is Phinneas?”


Lar grinned and looked toward the horizon. “Sundown, eh? Is
that because that’s when Macallister is serving dinner? That’s what the Doctor
said.”


Elias opened his mouth but his words died on his lips as an
explosion of light stole his attention. A barn on the western perimeter of
Macallisters property had burst into flame. The two guards posted at the rear
entrance of the Manor ran toward the barn, screaming bloody murder. Other hands
soon followed and set about toppling one of the nearby water silos.


“Phinneas Crowe,” Elias breathed.


Lar’s grin stretched wider yet. “He said you might need a
distraction.”


†


Familiar with the interior layout of Macallister Manor
from some few visits in his youth, Elias strode purposefully toward his quarry,
Lar close on his heels. He held his head high and neither meandered nor
hurried, projecting what he hoped was an air of authority. He preferred not to
encounter any resistance before reaching the great hall.


Two idle sentries stood at the ornamented double doors that
led to the great hall. They each wore ceremonial sabers, but Elias had no doubt
that the weapons were as functional as they were comely. The men were clean
shaven and dressed in velvet waistcoats. They didn’t have the grizzled look of
the mercenaries Elias had seen outside. These men had the look of dandies, and
Elias surmised they were of Macallisters own household and were chosen for
their bearing and not their brawn. As such, he was willing to bet they were
none too eager for a fight.


“Who goes there,” said one of the men, while the other
produced a guest list.


“The queen’s business, that’s who, citizen,” Elias growled
in a gravelly voice. “Two of my Marshals hold the perimeter. I need you two to
mind the exits. There is a dangerous enemy of the crown at large.”


“Marshals...” stammered the sentry with the guest list.


Clearly, Macallister did not hire his men for their skills in
oratory, Elias thought. “Go—NOW,” he ordered, affecting all the exasperation of
a seasoned general barking orders at a greenhorn.


The two men scrambled off at a near run, the latter dropping
the guest list in his haste.


Elias gave Lar a single nod, then threw open the double
doors. His boots clacked on the marble floor as he, without missing a beat, strode
with long, deliberate steps toward the center of the room. Lar followed Elias
into the hall, closed the doors behind him, wedged a hatchet between the ornate
handles, stood with his back to them, and brandished his other weapon, a long
hafted axe.


Macallister surged to his feet. “What is the meaning of
this!” he bellowed.


Elias quickly took stock of the situation. Cormik, who had
been mingling, edged toward the head table, which was situated on the far wall,
perpendicular to the entryway and the tables of the guests in mimicry of a
royal dining chamber; two burly men who stood on either side of Macallister’s
table began to inch toward a couple of broadswords conveniently hung on the
wall in seeming decoration; Bryn’s hands covertly slipped into her lap to draw
the daggers she had secreted away in her garters.


Elias paused his advance and threw back the flap of his
duster, exposing the hilt of his sword. “Roderick Macallister, you are hereby
charged with the murder of Padraic Duana, Asa Bromstead, the attempted murder
of Danica Duana, and high treason against the crown. You are bound by law to
stand down.”


Those that sat at the dozen tables perpendicular to
Macallister’s gasped as one.


Constable Oring began to stand, his features crinkled in
confusion, and his mouth working soundlessly. Macallister placed a restraining
hand on the constable’s shoulder and forced his most gregarious smile and
opened his arms. “Elias, dear boy, I don’t know what or whom has put these
poison notions in your head, but they are simply not true. Please, let us
discuss this reasonably.”


Elias felt a warm, tingling sensation creep over his bosom. Fearing
some perfidious sorcery on Macallister’s part, he clasped a hand to his chest. His
father’s shield felt warm to the touch.


Meanwhile, Ulric Bromstead stood on the other side of
Macallister and took a deep breath. “You can discuss it at the Constabulary
office in town, Roderick. Lady Denar recognizes Duana here, as do I.”


Bryn rose to her feet and said, “Aye, that I do.”


Macallister shot Bromstead an incredulous look. “My dear
Mayor, I shall have some things to say to the Magistrate about all this most
irregular, and frankly illegal, repositioning of authority. I only wish the
good Magistrate was able to make it tonight, although it is perhaps in your
best interest that he did not.”


“Son,” Macallister continued, turning back to Elias, “no one
feels the loss of your father more than I. Surely you must know I would have
never lifted a hand to harm you and yours.”


His father’s shield grew warmer yet in Elias’s hand, and
with it came a cold certainty. “You lie.”


“How dare you barge in here with these ridiculous, unfounded
accusations!” Macallister cried. “You’re not the law!”


Elias bowed his head, lowered into a fighting stance, and
peered at Macallister from under the brim of his hat, which cast a shadow
across his stern features. “I am tonight.” His voice was scant more than a
whisper, but veritably crackled with arcane force and echoed off the far
corners of the hall with an insistent power.


Macallister must have seen something in Elias’s black eyes
at that moment, or perceived the heft of the arcane in the distiller’s words,
for he blanched. “Take him down,” he said.


“Belay that order,” Bryn said as she inched closer to
Macallister. “On the queen’s authority, stand down. The crown recognizes
Marshal Duana as the sword of the law.”


Macallister’s thugs froze, hesitant to act against a member
of the royal bloodline.


Macallister, sensing his thugs’ reticence, feigned sitting
down in resignation only to whip out a bejeweled dagger from inside his coat. He
leveled it at Elias and cried, “Volate!”


Bryn, threw a kick at his outstretched arm, but despite her
fluid agility, Macallister had already triggered his spell.


In an eruption of blue light the dagger streaked across the
great hall, unerringly homing in on Elias in the span of a breath. Elias felt
like he had been struck in the chest with a sledge hammer. The dagger, however,
did not impale him, but rebounded off his duster and clattered to the floor.


Bryn, who followed through on the momentum of her kick, spun
behind Macallister and pressed a stiletto to his throat. “Stand down, you traitorous
swine!”


“One-thousand gold stags to whoever guts this bitch!”
Macallister screamed.


The promise of such riches spurned Macallister’s henchmen
into action, greed getting the better part of discretion. Bryn punched
Macallister in the back of the skull with the hilt of a dagger and the rancher
fell to his knees. The Vanguard dropped into a defensive posture. She held one
dagger inverted, the blade lying against her forearm, and the other pointed
toward the closest of her attackers. “Mayor, find a safe place,” she said, though
her eyes never left the men who circled toward her, “we need you in one piece.”


Meanwhile, Cormik intercepted Elias and drew his rapier. “Let’s
see how your father’s bauble holds up to Kveshian steel!”


“I don’t want to kill you Cormik,” Elias said, and he
discovered he meant it. Despite all Cormik had done to him in his twenty-five
years, he had bigger fish to catch. “Put up your sword.”


“You have dishonored my name, and for that I demand
satisfaction.”


Elias felt his badge cool. He could sense the rancher’s rage
radiating in red waves. Elias sighed, for while Cormik may well be ignorant of
this father’s machinations he realized the brash young noble could not be
reasoned with. He wrapped a hand around the hilt of his sword. “Lar, why don’t
you help Bryn. This one’s mine.”


He circled Cormik and while he kept his hand fast on the
hilt, he made no move to draw it. Elias heard his father’s voice echo in his
mind as he stepped within range of Cormik’s rapier: Leave your enemy an
opening and so direct where he will strike.


The rancher circled him in kind, his posture tight, coiled
to strike. As Elias closed in on him, Cormik lunged. Elias sidestepped and spun,
easily dodging the overextended thrust, and instinctively caught Cormik’s
rapier in his left hand. The gloves he wore were crafted of the same enchanted
leather as his duster, and while the edges of Cormik’s rapier pressed into his
palm they cut neither glove nor hand.


Elias drew in a single, fluid motion, pulling Cormik toward
him, and crushed the hilt of his sword into his jaw. Bone crunched audibly as
Cormik went down, unconscious before he hit the floor.


Lar charged across the room giving Elias and Cormik a wide
berth. He bellowed like an enraged berserker from the North and, unable to come
up with a better tactic, leapt onto the opulent dining table that separated him
from the melee ensuing on the other side. He swung his axe over his head in
two-handed grip as if chopping wood.


The target of Lar’s unwieldy attack parried the blow with
ease, but it took his attention off Bryn. Taking advantage of the opportunity,
she kicked the other thug square in the chest, repelling him, spun back toward
the one Lar had engaged, and drove her dagger deep into the joint where
shoulder met torso. A fine spray of blood spurted from the wound as Bryn pulled
out the dagger and turned to block a slash from the swordsmen at her flank. Although
the wounded thug had dropped the blade from his useless arm, Lar followed up by
crushing a booted foot into his face, dropping the man.


Finding himself outnumbered and seeing his compatriot
bleeding like a stuck pig and with a ruined nose to boot, the remaining
hireling threw down his sword and surrendered.


Meanwhile, Macallister had recovered his senses and crawled
under the table, waiting for an opening. Once the behemoth Lar abandoned his
perch on the table, Macallister snuck from his hiding place and pitted the
entirety of his weight and strength against the very antique he had only minutes
before been dining on. He spat out a cantrip from his scant arcane repertoire. With
a groan of protest, and a silver burst of kinetic magic, the massive oak table
tipped onto two legs, teetered, then turned on its side.


Lar and Bryn didn’t realize their imminent predicament, until
they heard the ominous creaking, but before they could react the table slammed
into them, and they found themselves pinned beneath it. Lar, reacting with an agility
belied by his size, managed to get his hands on the edge of the table as he
fell. Lying flat on his back, he was able to mitigate the weight of the table
and keep it from crushing the life out himself and Bryn, but the question
remained for how long.


Macallister turned to confront Elias only to find that the
distiller had already dispatched his son. “So, you’ve come to kill me, and take
your revenge,” he said. “You’ll find it harder to take down a wizard than his retainers,
Duana.”


“Slade was twice the wizard you are, and I crushed his skull
with my bare hands,” Elias said blandly. “Sadly, I need you alive.”


Macallister’s face turned crimson. The trail of blood that
ran through his hairline dripped. He raised a fisted hand and thrust it at
Elias. “Feora!” A golden ring on his finger glowed the red of molten
iron, then spat a gout of red flame.


Elias, reacting purely out of instinct, raised his sword as
if the magic tempered steel could deflect the furnace of flames that threatened
to consume him, even as he heard the voices of onlookers crying out in alarm.


His sword did not turn back the spell—but nor did he feel
the bite of the flame.


Tongues of flame lapped all about him, sweeping past in an
infernal arc, before wheeling, as if caught in a tornado, and funneled into his
sword. The firestorm howled about him, but Elias held fast to his sword, as he
felt an electric thrum of power coursing up his arms and into his body. The
runes branded into his forearm throbbed and from beneath the sleeve of his
duster poured a blue glow.


A silence fell over the room as Elias disappeared, devoured
by the conflagration. The flame subsided with a derisive guffaw from
Macallister. Much to his confoundment, in the wake of the fiery paroxysm stood
a defiant Elias, drawn to his full height. He looked like nothing so much as a
man returned from hell: he held his sword aloft, in a high guard, as red flame
rolled along the length of the blade, and smoke snaked off him in writhing,
serpentine strands.


Elias leveled his flaming sword at Macallister. “You are
bound by law to stand down. I won’t ask again.” He took long, deliberate steps
toward Macallister, keeping his guard up.


Macallister shook his head. His bottom lip quivered, his
eyes went wide. “It cannot be.” The rancher retreated toward the turned table
and began to weave a spell together. Blue sparks began to coalesce in his hands
and Elias charged.


Bromstead, who had occupied himself with trying to lever the
table off Lar and Bryn, scrambled over the giant slab of oak with a felled
bottle of Duana Whiskey in hand. He wielded the improvised weapon like a club
and struck a glancing blow on Macallister’s head. The Rancher stumbled
awkwardly to one side and then sank to a knee.


“On your face,” Elias said as he grabbed the stunned man by
the collar and threw him onto the ground. He stepped on Macalliser’s right arm
and pulled the enchanted ring off his finger.


The defeated rancher complied without resistance. Elias
produced a length of leather cord and bound Macallister’s hands. Then he tied
his ankles together, hobbling the rancher so that he could walk but not run.


Elias scanned the room to locate Constable Oring. He found him
cowering in a corner on the far side of the table. He tossed the shamed man
another length of cord. “Tie him up,” Elias said, indicating Cormik with a wave
of his sword.


“What if he wakes up and resists?” asked the constable, terrified
at the prospect.


“Then stab him,” Elias growled. Elias hastily made his way
toward the dining table, and tried to keep the warble out of his voice as he
called, “Lar?”


“Little help here,” Lar cried.


“I don’t know, I’m rather comfortable,” Bryn said.


“I’m the one doing all the work here,” Lar protested. “This
thing is heavy!”


Elias’s head poked above the edge of the turned table and
smiled down at his two companions. “Glad to see you’re still with us.”


With Bromstead’s help and after enlisting the aid of some
few of Macallister’s guests that weren’t utterly thunderstruck, Elias freed Lar
and Bryn. Thankfully, neither seemed too worse for the wear—nothing a little
rest and another trip to Phinneas’s wouldn’t cure.


Upon being unpinned, Bryn climbed demurely to her feet,
smoothed her skirts, and saluted Elias with a wry grin. “Well done, Marshal.”


Lar, for his part, had no words. He fixed his slate-grey
eyes on Elias’s and nodded.


Elias, tipped his hat at Bryn and winked at Lar. Flaming
sword still in hand, he turned from his companions and looked out into the
chamber at the assemblage of folk from Knoll Creek and the surrounding counties.
He sheathed his sword, the scrape of enchanted steel on steel the only sound. “You
may all take your leave. Please do so in an orderly fashion.” At first no one
moved, but remained transfixed. “Now,” Elias said forcefully, but not unkindly.


Slowly they filed out, most casting furtive glances behind
at the distiller turned Marshal overnight. Those gathered there that day would
forever have the surreal events of the evening etched into their memories,
their small corner of the world having been irrevocably altered in the course
of minutes. Macallister’s reign over the town of Knoll Creek had come to end. Soon
word would spread of the whiskey distiller who took up blade and shield in remembrance
of a bygone era. The day of the Marshal had returned, and Elias Duana was its
herald.









Chapter 12


Night Terrors


“Danica is gone.”


Elias winced as he pulled on his shirt. His fight with
Cormik had aggravated the wound to his left shoulder, and the ensorcelled
dagger he took to the chest, while not breaking any ribs had bruised a couple. “I
should have stayed with her like I did last night.”


“Elias,” Phinneas said, “you are in no condition to be
sleeping on the floor. You need a bed. No one could have foreseen something
like this.”


Elias sat down on his guest bed and pulled on his boots. “I
woke up and had this feeling something was wrong. I got up to check on her and
she’s nowhere to be found.” Elias shook his head. “She slipped out without me
even noticing.”


“But you did notice.”


Elias looked up to see Bryn leaning against the doorframe of
his guestroom in her nightclothes. “You sleep light.”


“You curse loudly,” Bryn said around a smile. She made room
in the doorway for Lar, who had just padded down the hall from his room.


“She can’t have gone far,” said the bleary-eyed Lar.


“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Elias said. “I’ve already checked
the grounds. She’s taken a horse.”


“What are we going to do?” Lar asked.


“We find her,” said Bryn. “That’s what we do.”


“She’s confused and scared,” Phinneas said. “She’s probably
gone home.”


Elias closes his eyes and took a steadying breath. “It’s the
best place to start,” he said. “Phinneas, you should stay here in case she
returns.” Elias eyed Bryn and Lar. “I suppose you two will insist on coming.”


His two companions only smiled.


†


They rode through the thick of night in silence, each
alone with their thoughts. Bryn provided them with light from a spell she cast
on a brand of wood.


“Useful trick, that,” Elias had commented.


“It is an elementary cantrip,” Bryn replied. “I could teach
it to you.”


“I’m no wizard,” Elias returned.


Bryn arched an eyebrow. “As you wish.”


“It’s just the sword,” Elias said a little hotly.


Bryn took a breath. “You know, Elias, eventually we’re going
to have to talk about what happened tonight at Macallister’s. You invoked the
authority of House Denar. There may well be ramifications.”


“I know,” Elias said. “We’ll discuss it later.”


The distiller urged his horse into the night, his behemoth
southern destrier easily outpacing her lithe palfrey. Bryn chased after him. Orange
ripples danced across the back of Elias’s duster, as he faded in and out of the
circle of light provided by her torch. It occurred to Bryn that he appeared
half ghost and half man, and she supposed in a way he was.


Much to their dismay, the trio discovered that the Duana
homestead was empty, save for the specters of memory. Elias suspected as much
when Phinneas’s missing draft horse was nowhere to be found, but they searched
the house and grounds nevertheless.


Lar watched Elias close the front door behind him. His
friend’s calm unsettled him. “What now?” he asked.


“I think I know where she’s gone,” Elias said.


“Out with it then,” said Bryn, who felt as unnerved as Lar.


“Mayfair Manor,” said Elias. “She’s gone back to the Manor.”


†


Danica ran a finger down the table, through the
combined, caked on grime of her blood, sweat, and fear. She still felt Slade
inside her. The gravity of his touch lingered on her skin, and in her mind.


The room, the house, felt alive—charged with a malevolent,
conscious energy. She couldn’t rationalize this perception, but in her bones
knew it to be true. The air in the subbasement dungeon was thick and heavy,
pregnant with a negative force that lay cold yet electric against her damp
skin.


Even as she fancied that this dark and hungry presence
slithered against her, she refused to succumb to it, or to flee the cursed
place. She had left a part of herself here in the dank and dark beneath the earth,
and she wanted it back.


She had passed the patch of earth where Slade had met his
end, but this gave her little comfort. The burn of his foul power had already
scarred her in ways she could not quite articulate. Her skin crawled on the
inside, as if his taint had seeped into her blood.


She took in hand one of the thick cords of rope that had
bound her. Stale brown blood and bits of skin soiled the course weave. One tip
of the rope ended in a hard, waxy, fist-sized knob. She yet felt it digging
into the soft flesh of her belly, like a persistent punch in the guts.


Flashes of memory returned to her then, black and white like
the etchings in her father’s books. Black lightning lanced from Slade’s
fingertips. He held her head in hands haloed by a corona of fell power. He drew
a glowing finger, burning like ice, across her naked body. His thoughts poured
into her like black snakes. He entered her with his fell magic.


She grew accustomed to the dark and she discovered she could
sense her surroundings clearly, despite the utter absence of light. Danica sat
on the table and waited, breathing in the darkness, lost in her own black
musings. Then she heard footsteps.


Slowly, Danica turned, half expecting to see Slade, returned
from hell to finish his grisly work. Instead she found Elias, peering at her
from the foot of the stairs. His source of light hurt her eyes. She squinted up
at him. “Hello little brother.”


Elias noted the befouled length of rope in her hand and her
placid look. “You gave us quite the scare.”


“Dad’s dead.”


“He purchased our lives by sacrificing his.”


“You killed Slade.”


“With Dad’s sword.”


“I thought you were dead.”


“For a hot second, so did I.”


“Asa?”


Elias shook his head, not trusting himself to speak.


“In a way they are the lucky ones.”


“Maybe. But we honor them in how we choose to live.”


Danica locked eyes with her brother. “Do you really believe
that?”


Elias looked into her jade eyes, which were lent a
preternatural aspect in the light of the ensorcelled brand of wood. “Danica,
let’s go.”


She held his hand as they walked out of the Manor. In the
other she carried the rope with the knobby end. “You’re bleeding,” she said.


Elias checked himself. Danica was right. His shoulder had
begun to weep.









Chapter 13


Battle Lines Drawn


“Tell me what you know,” Elias said as he idly examined
the edge of his sword. “Leave nothing out.”


“I’ve told you everything I know,” Macallister cried and
hung his head. “Just the same as I told Lady Denar.”


Elias eyed the rancher from beneath the brim of his hat. Macallister
had stewed in the county jail for several days and it showed. The beginnings of
a beard accompanied his copious mustache and the roots of his hair showed
white. A diet of stale bread left his tanned skin sallow and slightly
diminished his prodigious girth. “Tell me again,” said Elias.


“I want to see Cormik.”


“In time. He is charged with the assault of a Marshal and
conspiracy against the crown, but due to his injuries he is under house arrest.”


“My son had nothing to do with any of this! And you’re no
Marshal. You just can’t declare yourself the law.”


Elias held out his sword and cocked his head. “You know I
wonder if any of the flame this blade absorbed remains stored?” He leveled the
steel at Macallister. “What was it you said to activate the spell? Fera? No, no—Fiera?
Forda? Wait, wait, I remember. FEOR—”


“I was at the Arcane Summit!” Macallister all but screamed.


Elias sat back, put his feet up, and smiled. He motioned
with his hand, urging Macallister on.


“And that’s where I met Slade.”


“He approached you at the Summit?”


“No. I told you, I approached him.”


“Why him if, as you claim, he was previously unknown to you?
Why not someone else?”


Macallister opened his arms and sighed. “I noticed him is all.
He’s the kind of man that stands out. He had presence. As chance had it, he
attended many of the same panels as I. It seemed we both shared an interest in
the magic of the ancients and artifacts of old. He always seemed to be there
before I came in the morning and when I left at night he lingered, like he was searching
for something.”


Elias noticed that Macallister calmed as he talked. As ever,
the arrogant rancher loved the sound of his own voice.


“He never mingled or approached anyone,” Macallister continued.
“He was very quiet. However, there was just something about him.”


“Enlighten me,” Elias said, keeping his tone nonchalant and
civil though a dark inner voice urged him to beat the life from the insolent
viscount.


“Something in the way he moved...” Macallister paused
searching for the right words. “He reminded me of your father in that way. He moved
at his own pace, completely at ease. He was like a wolf making his way amongst
prey. One could tell this was a dangerous man—a man not to be trifled with.


So, I sat next to him at a panel on enchanted armaments and
introduced myself. I made small talk and he mostly ignored me until I mentioned
your father and then he was all ears.”


“How did that come up in conversation if he wasn’t talking
back?” Elias asked.


“The panel was discussing Eurinthian forging techniques, and
I say that I know someone who has a sword like that.”


Elias leaned forward. This was it, he thought. “Then what? Tell
me exactly what he said.”


Macallister licked his chapped lips. “He says, a sword like
that could cause a lot of trouble in the right hands, and gives me a look.” Macallister
swallowed. “So I say, the guy who has it gives me plenty of trouble indeed.”


“A trouble named Padraic Duana,” Elias supplied with a dark
glint in his eye, “and you wanted him dead, because he was the only thing
standing between you and complete domination of this Duchy and the Knoll trade.”


“No! I wanted him out of the picture, but not dead!”


“This is what you told this man, this stranger?”


“Not exactly.”


“Exact is just what I need you to be, Macallister.”


“It’s kind of fuzzy.”


Elias stood and pressed close to Macallister’s cell, one
white-knuckled hand gripping the bars, while the other squeezed the hilt of his
sword. “Do try.”


Macallister withdrew further into the wall of his cell. “He
starts asking me questions. He’s all ears, all of a sudden. He asks me about
your father, where he served. He asks about his sword, what it looks like. So I
tell him.”


Elias drew his sword. “This sword?” Macallister nodded
weakly. “How did you know about it? You and my father were never as chummy as
you liked to pretend.”


“After the war there was a great banquet to celebrate in
Lucerne Palace. All of the gentry were invited to Peidra. The revelry went on
for the better part of a week. I saw your father there in his dress uniform,
and he’s wearing that sword strapped against his back.”


“You remember it so well after all that time?”


“It’s a singular weapon. It demands notice.”


Elias felt his badge grow warm. His voice went low. “What
aren’t you telling me?”


Macallister swallowed, for he saw his death, barely
restrained in Elias’s coal-black eyes. “I did see it once at your homestead,
years and years ago, in your father’s study, on display with his coat and
badge. I picked up the sword. He was quick to snatch it back, but I could tell
it was enchanted. It was the only time I’ve seen your father ruffled. After
that I never saw the sword again. Your father hid it away, but I always
wondered about it.”


“What happened next?”


“So he says to me, maybe we can help each other out. He’s
always wanted an Eurinthian sword, and I’ve always wanted this guy off his
land. He tells me he can be very persuasive, for the right price.”


“So you hire him to kill my father.”


“No! I just wanted you off your land. This stranger is a
wizard, that much is clear. I figure he can find a way.”


“He found a way.” Elias thrust his sword between the bars
and into Macallister’s cell and with the flat of his blade lifted the rancher’s
chin and forced him to look him in the eye. “What did you think he’d do? Charm
us into packing up and shipping out overnight? Kill our livestock? Burn our
rickhouse? Where would you draw the line!”


“I don’t know,” Macallister whispered, as tears tracked down
his grimy face. “I tried to call Slade off, I did, but I couldn’t find him. The
man is a ghost.”


“You lie!” Elias screamed, but his badge had gone cool. He withdrew
his blade and reached into the cell and grasped Macallister by his
sweat-stained shirt. He pulled Macallister against the bars and pressed his
forehead to his own. “I’ll see you twist yet. But not until I take everything
from you, as you have from me. I will go to the queen herself and see you
stripped of title, lands, house, and name.”


He threw Macallister back. The rancher stumbled backward on
weakened legs and crumpled to the floor. Elias strode out of the jailhouse,
leaving a broken Roderick Macallister behind him.


Elias’s mind raced and his pulse thundered as he stepped
from the dim twilight of the jailhouse and out into the midday sun. He slammed
the door behind him, silencing Macallister who screamed after him.


“Well?” said Bryn, who waited for him in the sliver of shade
afforded by the diminutive structure.


“He’s telling the truth.” Somehow, this fact made Elias all
the more angry, and he trembled with the tide of black emotion that tore
through him.


“What do you mean he’s telling the truth?” Bryn asked.


Elias took a steadying breath. “Macallister didn’t hire
Slade to murder us, as such, but to drive us off our land, force us to give up
the distillery. Still, he knew it would go poorly for us.”


“As if that isn’t enough. But how can you be sure he’s not
lying?”


“My father’s shield.”


“What? His badge?”


“Yes.” Elias, placed a hand on the upside-down, tear shaped
Marshal’s shield. “I first noticed it when we confronted Macallister at his
ranch. When he lied to me about his involvement in the ambush the shield grew
warm. When someone tells me a lie, the shield responds. It tingles.”


“Useful, that,” Bryn said with a smirk. “The ability to
detect untruths is a powerful boon indeed, particularly for a lawman. Between
that and the sword you’ve inherited a tidy little armament from your father.”


Elias grunted, but his attention was still inside the
jailhouse with Macallister, though the change of subject did much to calm him. “The
duster as well,” Elias said, absently. “Macallister’s enchanted dagger bounced
right off it.”


Bryn inspected the duster. She ran her hands along the side,
probing the material. She felt Elias stiffen, but pretended not to notice. “It
looks like there are interconnected plates of some kind on the inside of the
coat. It’s serviceable as light armor. These three items alone would fetch a
small fortune on the open market.”


Bryn looked up at Elias. His attention appeared to be fixed
on some distant point far over her shoulder. “Elias? Are you listening to me?”


Elias offered her a thin smile. “I’m sorry Bryn. I just have
a lot on my mind.”


“Penny for your thoughts?” Elias cocked his head and transfixed
her with his black eyes. “What is it?”


“Nothing. Only that you reminded me of my mother just now. She
used to say that. I guess it’s a popular saying but...” Elias looked down at
his feet. The rage that had sustained him for days suddenly blew out of him,
and he felt at once alone and afraid.


“Are you going to tell me what’s on your mind or just stand
there?” she said, in what Elias had begun to realize was typical Bryn fashion,
placing a hand on her hip and arching an eyebrow at him.


Elias found himself warming to Bryn’s particular kind of
concern. Looking at her crinkled, mock-serious expression, he found it a little
harder to feel sorry for himself. He forced another smile, but this time it
came a little easier. “I just don’t know what to do with myself. I’ve stormed
the estate of the most powerful man in fifty leagues and taken him down without
much of a leg to stand on. I don’t know what repercussions this will bring down
on me. Macallister has powerful friends.”


“And so, Elias, do you. Besides, we’ll get a signed
confession out of Macallister before the day’s out.”


Elias shrugged. “Then there’s this business with the Scarlet
Hand. You heard what Phinneas said, they never leave loose ends.” Elias paused,
and came to the heart of the matter. “I’m worried for Danica. She’s all I have
left. I’m in a bit over my head here. I’m just a distiller, who is very lucky
he didn’t get killed bringing in his father’s murderers.”


“You are about as much a distiller as I am a handmaiden.”


“I’m an excellent distiller.”


“That’s not what I mean and you know it.” Bryn looked him
dead in the eye. “What would your father do?”


Elias returned her gaze, his eyes at once hard and
smoldering. “He would protect his family and his land. He would see justice
done, at any cost.”


Bryn looked hard at him, and in the ardor of that
calculating stare, Elias realized that for all her glib remarks and
affectations, Bryn Denar was a cunning woman. “There you have it. Only you’re
not official—yet. As a daughter of House Denar I can usually see that my will
is done, but a Marshal doesn’t serve under the purview of the Constabulary, a
Magistrate, or even a Duchy. A Marshal enforces crown law and has jurisdiction throughout
all Galacia. Only the crown can appoint a Marshal. The queen’s cousin has the
queen’s ear, but, as you say, you are but a distiller.”


Elias saw what Bryn was doing, but a fire rose in him
nevertheless. While mere moments before he wished for nothing so much as a
return to a simpler time when his biggest worry was what to make for dinner, he
realized that he could never return to his life as it once was.


Elias adjusted his baldric, so that his sword rested on his
back for riding. “Perhaps,” Elias said as he untied Comet’s reigns from the
tether post, “but I would think at the least the queen would care to meet the
man who uncovered the sect behind the greatest threat to the crown since the
war. After all, I am the only man in recorded history to have killed a ghost.”


Bryn arched an eyebrow. “You’re coming to Peidra with me?”


Elias mounted Comet and looked down at the bemused tax
bursar. “Yes ma’am, I reckon I am. Now, let’s get moving. We have a lot to do,
and not a lot of time in which to do it.”
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“I’m going with you,” Danica said and crossed her arms.


“Out of the question,” Elias replied. “You are still recovering
from your injuries and—”


“And what? It might be dangerous. I am just a girl after
all.”


“I was going to say that you will be missed at the Academy.”
Elias sat back and took a breath. Danica glared at him as if she could bend his
will with her eyes alone.


The party once again found themselves at the doctor’s table.
Neither Elias nor Danica could bear to stay in the house they had shared with
their father for so long. Moreover, both he and Danica still required the doctor’s
ministrations for their myriad injuries. Phinneas for one had given up hope
that Elias’s wound would ever close, but truth be told, Elias thought the doctor
happy to have the company, as he extended an invitation to Bryn and her
retainers as well. He had also taken on Lar, who refused to leave his friends
alone to their grief.


“You said you can’t go back to distilling whiskey after all
that has happened,” Danica said. “So how do you expect me to return to the
Academy as if my world hasn’t just been upturned? I’ll have nothing to come
home to if you’re off playing lawman.” Her words cut into Elias. The others at
the table busied themselves with studying their mugs of coffee. “I can’t ignore
what’s happened anymore than you, and I’m just as hungry for vengeance.”


“I’ve already lost you once, I couldn’t bear it to happen a
second time.”


“And you think I feel any different? Tarnation, Elias, we’re
safest together. Dad taught me to handle myself, and I’m not without my uses. I
am a healer after all.”


Elias didn’t disagree on any particular point, but was
hesitant all the same. His primary concern was for her psychological well
being, although he would never tell her that. While Danica seemed her old self
again, he couldn’t exorcize the memory of her delirium and fevered ravings. The
psychic wounds inflicted by Slade might manifest themselves in unforeseen and
dire ways. Despite his misgivings, he had no right to stop her, and if he was
honest with himself he would prefer to have her with him.


Instead of arguing Elias settled on taking a sip of his
coffee and exchanged glances with Bryn who offered him a spare nod. “I suppose
it would be easier to keep you out of trouble if you’re with me.”


Danica flashed her wry smile and leaned back. “So, it’s
settled then.”


Phinneas cleared his throat. “You have something to add,
Doctor?” asked Elias.


“Danica’s training as a healer is not yet complete,”
Phinneas said.


“I am not going back to the Academy, Phinneas Crowe,” Danica
said. “I’ve made up my mind and that’s that.”


Phinneas held up a hand. “I’ve known you long enough, child,
to realize there’s no changing your mind once it’s set on something. What I
mean to say is that I am coming with you.”


“What?” the Duana siblings said as one.


“Danica,” the doctor said, “you are touched, like your
brother. You have your mother’s natural intuition and the healer’s touch. Like
Elias, long have your gifts slumbered, but recent events have activated your
latent abilities. You will need training to learn how to cope with them.”


“Phinneas,” Elias said, “you’ve served Galacia long and well
in the war. You owe her no further debt. Are you so eager to give up what
you’ve built here?”


Phinneas locked his large, clay-brown eyes on Elias. “I don’t
have a family. You, Danica, and your father are the closest I’ve ever come. To
honor the man I loved like a brother, and a promise made long ago, it’s my duty
to watch over you now as if you were my own. I’ve got one last adventure left
in me.”


Elias reached across the table and squeezed Phinneas’s hand.
“We’re fortunate to have each other”


“Don’t think you’ll be leaving me behind!” cried Lar. “I’m
coming too.”


Elias shook his head, but he found a reluctant smile crept
over his face despite his best efforts to suppress it. He flashed Bryn another
look and she threw up her hands, her cobalt eyes sparkling with a mischievous
glint. “It looks like you’ve put together quite a company, Marshal.”


“So,” said Lar, “do I get a badge too?” Danica reached out
at once and slapped Lar on the back of the head. “What!?” he cried.


“We’re up and leaving everything we’ve ever known,” Danica
said, “travelling halfway across the country, hunting an assassin order that no
one else even knows exists with blood and vengeance on the mind—and all you
have to say is, do I get a badge?”


Lar grinned at her sheepishly.


The entire party erupted in laughter, and Elias, for his
part, surrendered himself to the tide of good humor. Like adolescents in their
cups for the first time, once they started they couldn’t stop, as the combined
stresses of the recent week expulsed from them in a cathartic fit of giggling.


Then Elias felt a change in the room.


A peculiar sensation washed over him—a tingling along his
spine, which crawled up his neck, to the crown of his head, and then along his
arms, raising goose-bumps in its wake—but it was one with which he was rapidly
becoming more familiar, and it meant one thing: Magic.


Elias scanned the room, but remained still, not wanting to
tip off any imminent threat that he was aware of it. He had the distinct
feeling that unseen eyes watched him. He slid a hand surreptitiously toward the
hilt of his sword, which he had hung on the back of his chair.


“Elias, is something the matter?” asked Danica, who always
seemed to sense his changing moods.


Elias considered coming clean about his premonitory
feelings, but decided against it. “No,” he said after a handful of heart-beats,
when the prickly sensation faded. “I just forgot how good it feels to laugh.”


“So, it’s settled then,” Danica said. “We’re all going to
Peidra, even Phinneas. I hope you can keep up old man.”


The doctor raised an eyebrow. “I can’t imagine I’ll have all
that much trouble, young lady. It doesn’t seem too long ago that I rode with
your father. We were off saving the world long before you were a sparkle in his
eye.”


“And what of Macallister?” asked Lar.


“He knows nothing of a plot against the crown,” answered a
grim-faced Elias. “Slade’s hire was one of convenience, at least for
Macallister. As for the fiend, his motives died with him. Slade didn’t seem the
type to spill all his beans, even if he did think he had me dead to rights. My
heart tells me he had other reasons for coming to Knoll Creek than just
claiming this sword.”


“While Macallister may not be guilty of treason,” said Bryn,
“he will still answer for his crimes. He may have an in with the Magistrate,
but he doesn’t have one of these.” She reached into her shirt and pulled out a
golden chain on which hung a signet ring bearing the royal seal of House Denar.
“I’ve sent my retainers to the Magistrate with a signed confession from
Macallister. The Magistrate is bound by law, as is the house that vests him
power, to sentence Macallister. His hold over this town is at an end.”


“I guess the only question now,” said Lar, “is since
Macallister is out, and Elias is leaving Knoll Creek, who’s going to make the
whiskey?”


For the second time that day, and in the last week, Elias
laughed.
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Sarad Mirengi sat cross-legged on the floor of his
private study in the center of a scrying circle.


The Prelate laid his hands on either side of an Ovular
mirror. The runes and sigils engraved into the edge of the glass glowed with
crimson light as he focused his will and chanted in the thick, guttural
language of his masters. “Show to me he who slew Slade of Kezia, son of Vormir.”


Scrying was a demanding art and beyond most arcanists even
if they could manage to uncover the secrets of the lost lore. Without a strong
energetic or personal connection to the individual or situation involved it
proved all but impossible. Sarad hoped that Slade’s strong link with the man
who had slain him would provide enough of an energetic connection for him to
use it as a conduit for his spell. He just needed a quick glimpse.


At first the scrying spell faltered and in the mirror Sarad
saw only his own striking, almost feminine features, distorted by the slow
churn of arcane energies coalescing in the glass. He narrowed his concentration
and drew deep on the reservoirs of his power. The churning sped and soon his
reflection disappeared and in its place formed a vortex of red energy streaked
with black.


Sarad felt his consciousness drawn into the vortex, which
calmed and wavered like a pool of water after a gale had disturbed its placid
surface. In the rippling surface a face formed and then a few environmental
details. Sarad examined the face carefully and took note of its features, filing
them carefully in his memory. The man appeared to be in his mid to late
twenties and had a strong jaw line, black hair, and black eyes. He wore a brown
duster in the fashion of the Marshal. His figure was largely concealed by his
attire and the table at which he sat, but Sarad estimated from the breadth of
his shoulders and angular features that Slade’s killer was an athletic man.


The man laughed at some silent joke and then abruptly
stiffened. He scanned his surroundings with hawk-like eyes.


He can see me! Sarad thought, at once alarmed. The
Prelate attempted desperately to widen his view, and learn more about his
quarry, but the Marshal covertly reached his hand toward the folds of his
duster, perhaps to produce an armament or talisman. In either case, Sarad could
ill afford either retribution or discovery, and his hold on the spell was
faltering.


He surrendered his grasp on the spell, gleaning only the
shadowy forms of some few others who sat at the rustic wooden table. Sarad
frowned. This meant that this Marshal, whoever he may be, was trained in the
arcane arts. He should have expected as much. How else could he have defeated
Slade, whose own command over the arcane knew few rivals.


Slade’s final, cryptic words haunted the Prelate: The
Marshal rides. Beware. Sleeping lions have been woken. From the south they rise.
At the least he now knew that this man was a Marshal and stationed in the south
of Galacia. With some help from the Quarter Century War and House Denar’s
dwindling coffers, the Scarlet Hand had done much to eradicate the Marshal
Corps. Despite their efforts, it seemed at least a few of the pesky order, so
reminiscent of the knights of antiquity, had survived to spread their lore and
skill.


Sarad knew he would have to act swiftly to eliminate this
threat. He could ill afford to have his plans upset by an upstart from the
South.
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Rafe Kaifess smiled as he felt the sending.


The gnarled piece of black stone that hung around his neck
grew cold, indicating his Lord had business with him. Rafe increased his pace
as he made his way down the central thoroughfare in Abbington and toward the
modest lodgings he had acquired. He itched in anticipation of the mission his
masters would have for him. He prayed that whatever it may be he would be
allowed to employ his special skills.


Rafe did not notice the ire of those he brushed aside in his
haste, or the merchants extolling the virtues of their wares, or even the feel
of the cobblestones beneath his feet. He swept through the front door of the
Inn, but slowing to observe the courtesy of nodding at the inquisitive
Innkeeper and bidding him a good day, before he dashed up the stairs to his
bedchamber at a near run.


Rafe knelt on the floor and took the frigid black stone in
hand. He closed his eyes, and with the aid of the talisman sank at once into a
trance. I am here, my Lord.


Rafe, I have a special task for you.


As you command, so shall it be.


There is a man I need found. He is, from the intelligence
I have gathered, in the South.


Rafe listened attentively as Lord Mirengi described the man.


He is a Marshal, which may help you locate him, Lord
Mirengi continued. It will prove difficult, for I have not been able to
discern his exact location, but I have faith in you.


You wish me to kill this man, my Lord?


Yes. However, if possible, capture him first. Learn what
knowledge he has of us and if he has any allies. I chose you for your proximity
to his presumed location, but primarily for your particular talent for
extracting information.


Rafe’s mouth grew wet with hunger. It would be my
pleasure, my Lord.


Learn what you can, but my primary wish is that this
threat be neutralized. Be warned, this man may have allies and is not to be
taken lightly. He has already slain one of our best operatives, and your
Lieutenant, Slade Kezia.


Rafe bristled at this news. Slade was a good man. I will
see that this Marshal pays dearly for this affront.


Make all possible haste. We have worked too hard to
infiltrate the Galacian political arena to have our plans waylaid by a rogue
Marshal. We cannot afford any loose ends.


Consider it done, Lord Mirengi. I will not fail you.









Chapter 14


Leavetakings


They left three days after their palaver at Phinneas’s
house. They took the most direct route, riding through the town proper. Elias
realized this would draw attention, but to do otherwise would invite
speculation and rumor. The party struck quite the sight as they road through
the town and drew more than a small crowd.


Elias had donned his full Marshal regalia, from hat to
gloves. Lar had retired his wood axe and acquired a more suitable long blade,
which he wore on his back in the Southern fashion. Danica traded in her Academy
whites for a brown riding skirt and a cream blouse. Still somewhat drawn from
her ordeal, she had an ethereal look, which struck a stark contrast to the
vibrant, towering Lar who rode at her side in brown breeches, a white homespun
shirt, and a hunter green cloak.


Phinneas looked dashing in a linen v-neck pullover tucked
into black trousers. A vermillion cloak, a vestige from his service in the war,
lent him the aspect of a matured swashbuckler.


Bryn had donned dark riding pants and a blouse of House
Denar crimson that opened at her creamy throat. She brazenly wore her
damascened rapier at her waist and had sheathed daggers tied to either thigh
with leather cord.


The party rode abreast down the thoroughfare like a posse. Villagers
crept from their homes and businesses to stand along the roadside and watch as
the five meandered through Knoll Creek, silent as a funerary march. Bryn had
left orders with Constable Oring, and word of their departure had spread like
fire in a rick-house.


Most of the folk remained silent and still, but some few
would offer a grave nod or remove a hat. As the party neared the end of the
town, Mayor Bromstead stood in the center of the road barring their advance.


Elias reined in Comet. The Mayor looked like he hadn’t slept
in days, evidenced by his red-rimmed eyes, sallow skin, and unkempt stubble. “That’s
it,” he said. “She hasn’t been in the ground yet a week and you’re leaving.”


“Ulric,” Elias replied, using the Mayor’s given name for the
first time, “It is because of Asa that I must go. Justice has not yet been
fully served.”


“What about her?” Ulric rasped as he pointed an accusatory
finger at Bryn. “She have anything to do with this? Country living not good
enough for you, Duana, now that some trollop from up north comes calling and
pins a shiny shield on your collar?”


“You don’t mean that,” Elias said. “I loved Asa. More than
anything. Always have. And you know it.” Elias’s countenance remained expressionless,
but his words were spoken softly, and not unkindly. “Step aside, Ulric. It is
after noon, and we have far to go.”


The Mayor acquiesced, but after saying, “This is your home, Elias.
Don’t you forget that. Don’t you dare.”


“I won’t.” Elias pulled a silver chain from under his shirt upon
which hung Asa’s engagement ring. “Not ever.”


Following Elias’s lead, the party rode out of Knoll Creek. Long
would it be before any of them passed this way again. Mayor Bromstead and the
villagers watched them go, but not a one of the five turned to look back.
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Agnar Vundi mopped sweat from his brow. He still hadn’t
adjusted to the hot sun and mild climate that brought his Southern neighbors so
much prosperity. The smell of wheat and fertile earth filled the air and,
though completely alien to him, he found it pleasant. Among such an idyllic
landscape of rolling green hills and golden fields set as foreground to high, sweeping
Peidra Agnar felt his anxiety lessen.


Not as physically imposing as much of his brethren, his king
selected him for this mission for the virtues of his tongue, not his brawn. He
prayed to Vornac, God of ice and thunder, that he would prove equal to the task.
While Queen Eithne of Denar’s correspondence was cordial and hinted at open
relations between the ancient enemies, Agnar knew that much of her court would not
share her sentiments. Many an enemy awaited him in Peidra, and they would fight
him not with blade and shield but with innuendo and posture.


Their escort, Captain Blackwell of the queen’s guard, which Agnar
had learned were called Whiteshields, and his company of twelve men awaited him
and his companions silently at a respectful distance. Vlad and Krugh, his traveling
companions shared the silence with him. As old friends, they knew his habit for
pensiveness. The two trusted advisors to his liege would prove invaluable in
establishing diplomatic relations. They were stalwart brothers in arms, but
better counselors there were none.


“Much rests upon our shoulders,” Agnar said.


Vlad squinted up at Agnar as he knuckled the small of his
back. “True enough, but I’m a counselor not a horseman. Right now the only shoulders
I’m concerned with is this thing’s and staying off them for a good long while!”
He leaned in and in a mock conspiratorial whisper said, “That and my tender
arse!”


Krugh harrumphed. “The only shoulders I’m concerned with are
those of the Galacian womenfolk. Rumor has it that the warm climate promotes
more revealing fashions than we’re accustomed to.” He gave Agnar a lascivious
wink.


Agnar shook his head in disbelief. “Wizened by the ancient
scrolls you may be, friends, but you jest with the crass ribaldry of a common
soldier!”


Vlad shrugged and remounted his white stallion. “These
Southlanders love gold almost as much as we love mead. Surely bartering for
their grain can’t be that difficult?”


“I hope you’re right,” Agnar said.


While his companion’s words heartened him, the cryptic
warning the seer had issued weighed heavily on his mind. The cloudless skies contrasted
the shadowed storm front that darkened the deep recesses of his mind.
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Danica glared at the pin and willed it to move.


She gave up with a grunt of exasperation. She unfolded her
legs, which had fallen asleep, and stood. “I can’t do it,” she said and tossed
Phinneas the pin.


Phinneas caught the pin and offered her a sympathetic smile.
“It is expected for one to fail at their first attempt to touch their gift, so
try not to get discouraged. It takes years—no, a lifetime—to master the craft
of magic.”


“How can I hope to ever master magic if I can’t move a
measly pin! Perhaps you’re wrong, Doctor. I’m no sorceress.”


“Patience, Danica. It takes a lot of energy and will to move
objects. Sit back down. Let’s try again.”


Bryn watched the pair with a bemused smile. They had been in
the saddle for two days, and had just stopped for their midday meal. Danica looked
well to Bryn, but she still worried for the younger woman. God alone knew what
horrors the poor thing endured at the hands of the demonic Slade.


Bryn’s attention snapped away from the doctor’s lesson as
she heard Lar curse.


Her smile widened. Elias had brought his fencing foils for
the purpose of instructing Lar in the art of the sword. Lar had been eager
enough at first, but Bryn suspected his enthusiasm had dwindled. Since tragedy
had befallen him Elias’s skills had sharpened, as had his ferocity. He acted
without hesitation, and struck with alarming velocity and power. He allowed Lar
no quarter, and thus proved a demanding instructor.


Elias noticed Bryn watching them and waved happily. Lar did
not look nearly as amused. To all appearances the distiller seemed to have
gotten a grasp on his grief, but Bryn knew it to be a façade, for she could feel
the anger pressing out of him.


“How goes it?” Bryn asked.


Elias mopped sweat from his brow and threw down his foil. “He’s
strong as an ox, but I think him more suited to a northern axe than a southern
sword.”


“Ha. Ha.” Lar said.


“Shut-up you giant oaf!” said Danica who had reassumed her
cross-legged position before Phinneas. “Can’t you see I’m trying to
concentrate?”


“What, me?” replied a confounded Lar.


Elias suppressed a laugh and drew near so that he could observe
the Doctor’s lesson. Lar followed at his heels with his head hung low, like a
dog unaware of what he’s done to earn his master’s ire.


“Close your eyes,” Phinneas said. His voice took on a
peculiar quality—a lilting cadence, silky and hypnotic, and laced with the
whisper of magic. “Now imagine you are walking down a staircase into the deep,
protective bosom of the earth. With each exhale you descend a stair. With each
step you take, you fall further into yourself.


The world falls away. Every distraction, every surface
thought, falls away, until all you can hear is the whistle of your breath and
the drumbeat of your heart. All you see is the staircase stretching before you.
But there is something bright down in the deep beyond the last of the stairs. In
the core of you it waits. You only must reach out and touch it.”


Danica gazed into the deep and into the pale, flickering
flame that waited there. As she closed in on it, she discovered at its heart
throbbed a taint: an inky, cancerous tumor from which tendrils so black they
were no mere darkness but the very absence of light spider-webbed like veins
swollen with pitch.


“Balizor...” she whispered, and indeed it sounded as
if her voice issued from deep within her. Danica shuddered and a sob escaped
her mouth, open in a silent scream.


Elias dashed forward and took her by the shoulders. Danica’s
eyes fluttered open and she looked lazily at her brother. “What is it?” she
asked.


Elias tried his best to affect a calm demeanor. “What do you
remember?”


“Down in the deep.” She yawned. “But,” she added sheepishly,
“I think I fell asleep.” She looked toward the Doctor’s hand where the pin
remained. “Tarnation! It’s not moved.”


Phinneas regarded the pin with narrowed eyes. “No, but it’s
grown quite cold—so cold that it burns.”


Elias turned to him and noted with no small amount of alarm
the red mark on the doctor’s hand. “Balizor,” Elias said carefully, “what does
that mean?”


“I don’t know,” Phinneas said without looking him in the
eye.


Elias didn’t need his father’s shield to know that the doctor
lied.


†


Rafe Kaifess tied off his horse and approached the
White Horse Tavern. A wolfish grin spread across his face as he took in the
building and the pipe smoking elders whiling away the afternoon in rocking chairs
on the porch. Given this quaint town with its backwater accoutrements, Rafe
found it hard to imagine that this country’s denizens had driven his noble masters
into exile.


He nodded at the old-timers and threw open the double doors.
The barkeep and a handful of locals glanced in his direction with ill concealed
interest. Rafe sidled up to the bar and chose a remote stool. “G’day, fella,”
he said in greeting to the barkeep who looked slightly perturbed by his
arrival.


“What’ll it be then?” the spindly man replied.


“Knoll, of course. I’ve been dry for nigh a week in the
saddle and have a mighty thirst.” Actually, as a rule Rafe did not drink, for
it addled the wits, but it wouldn’t look good to ply the man for information
without paying him for services rendered. Rafe produced a gold coin and pressed
it into the keep’s hand. “Keep the difference, my friend.”


The man brightened visibly and poured him a generous glass
of amber sprits from a bottle that had red wax trailing from the neck. “Enjoy,
stranger,” said the man and began to walk away.


A man of few words, Rafe mused. “I wonder my good man,” Rafe
called after the barkeep, “if you could help me with something?”


“What do you have in mind?” asked the man, his suspicious
expression returning.


“I’m looking for a man, a Marshal as it were.”


“What would you want with Elias?”


Rafe congratulated himself. The bumpkin had already given
him his quarry’s name. “I have need of the law. You see I live some distance
away, and have had a quarrel with a dishonest merchant, but the town government
there is corrupt. I need some outside help and I heard that there was a Marshal
around these parts and thought I might persuade him to settle the dispute.”


“Where’s it you’re from, then?”


“Abbington.”


The barkeep grunted. “That sounds like Abbington alright. Cost
me nigh a month’s wages to purchase some of them fancy glass cups you’re
drinking from. Elias Duana’s your man, but he ain’t here. Matter o’ fact,
you’re drinking his special reserve as we speak.”


“Oh, is that right? A Marshal from out of legend, and a
distiller of one mighty fine whiskey! Where, I wonder, has this miracle man
gone?”


“Up north as far as anyone can tell. Hunting an assassin is
what they say. A Hoity-toity rancher that goes by the name of Macallister hired
some men to off him and his family. Only he didn’t quite die, did he? That’s
how this Marshal business began. Carved one of ‘em up real good and then
proclaimed himself the law. Shame too. He was fixing to marry the Mayor’s
daughter, a real thoroughbred, but she got arrowed through the heart. He’s left
not two days ago.”


To his credit the barkeep looked genuinely distressed, but
Rafe largely attributed it to the projected loss of Duana’s whiskey. “Well, I thank
you all the same, friend. I hope the day sees you well.” With that Rafe quaffed
the surprisingly smooth contents of the glass and walked out of the quaint
tavern and back into the sun.


Duana may have a few days head start, but Rafe could ride
hard and few steeds could outmatch Wraith for speed and endurance. He would
pick up this rogue Marshal’s trail and put an end to his meddling for good.


†


They had been on the road for nigh a week and had
covered nearly half the distance to Peidra. The four from Knoll Creek had
adjusted to the saddle well enough, but were glad to partake in the amenities
offered by the town of Galeway, which provided only a slight diversion from
their course.


“Why won’t you let Phinneas train you to use your magic?”
Danica asked as she browsed the local mercantile’s stock of thread.


“I’ve enough problems to deal with, including the riddle of
Dad’s sword, to worry myself further with the arcane arts,” Elias said. “I
don’t need any more complications at present. At least not right now.”


“You were always the one obsessed with tales of wizards and
those dime-store novels. I figured you’d be thrilled to discover you have the
touch.”


Elias’s thoughts turned to his pitched battle with Slade. “It
isn’t quite like we thought it would be though is it?”


“No. It’s not. But we are what we are.” Danica held up a
spool of neutral toned thread and chewed on her bottom lip. “I’ll take this
one,” she said to the clerk, who rang her out with nary a word, only too happy
to have them out of his store.


“Besides,” Elias added as they made their way out into the
street, “I’ve listened to your lessons with the Doctor. I could have that pin
dancing a jig, but I don’t want to embarrass you.”


“I don’t know if I like the haughty new Elias,” Danica said
dryly. “I much prefer the old reserved and humble Elias, even if you were
rather dull.”


“Just worry about your spells Archmagus.”


“See? That’s what I mean!”


Elias’s mouth opened in preparation for a retort when a man
walked into him, dropping a shoulder into his chest. Elias stumbled but quickly
regained his balance.


“Watch where you’re going fella!” the man barked.


Elias quickly sized the man up. He had the rough hewn
features of a laborer: callused hands, a moderately muscled form, but,
evidenced by his lax stomach, also a man who enjoyed his cups. “Pardon,
friend,” Elias said carefully, “but you bumped into me—an honest mistake, I’m
sure.”


“I ain’t your friend, and I do believe you just called me a
liar, didn’t he Billy?”


“I reckon so, Clark,” said Billy, who looked like he could
have been Clark’s brother. Billy cracked his knuckles and squinted at Elias.


Elias laughed. He knew it could only make matters worse, but
he couldn’t help himself. The inane machismo struck him as some absurdity from
a poorly written play. “Listen, listen,” he said, looking to Danica for help,
“I didn’t call anyone a liar. Let’s just chalk it up to a misunderstanding and
be on our way.”


Clark did not look pleased by that prospect. “So that’s how
it is. You think that fancy get-up and sword makes you better than me? Your
kind makes me sick, keeping men like us down!”


“Why don’t you go scratch, you dim-witted son of a whore,”
Danica said. “We don’t want trouble with the likes of you. We’ve better things
to do.”


“I don’t see how that much matters now, you bloody little
cunny!”


Elias had seen this before in the schoolyard and the tavern.
This man was working himself up for a fight, going through the motions of
getting his blood up. He had set his mind on a fight, for whatever reason, and
there was no stopping it now. His only option was to neutralize the threat as
quickly and painlessly as possible.


“Let’s go,” Elias said and made to walk away, but he kept an
eye on Clark, waiting.


As expected the heavy man reached for his turning shoulder,
likely to turn Elias about for a punch, but the callused hand never touched
him. Elias reached out with his other arm and grasped his attacker’s hand in a
vice-like grip. He spun on his heels and rotated the man’s wrist. The maneuver forced
Clark to lean to his right to avoid the needling pain and directly into Elias’s
left hook, which landed on the point of his chin. Clark’s eyes went wide, then
glassy as he crumbled to the street.


Billy charged, but Elias, who had kept the other thug in his
periphery, had already prepared a counter. Elias dropped into a crouch and dove
at Billy, careful to avoid his booted feet. His shoulders took the charging
brute in the shins, and Billy fell head over heels, getting a face full of
dirt.


Elias grabbed Danica’s arm and they melted into the crowd
leaving the men in a groaning heap behind him.


Rafe watched silently from the shadow of an alley across the
street. He had paid the men to pick a fight with Duana. He found himself
neither surprised nor disappointed. If the self proclaimed Marshal bested Slade
in pitched combat, he must have considerable skills at his disposal. Be that as
it may, Rafe still wanted to get a first-hand look at Duana in action.


Still, he could likely take Duana by himself if he could
separate the Marshal from his friends. In any case it would be a rare treat to
pitch himself against a Galacian dog that could actually pose a challenge. He
would, however, have to wait until the travelers left town to strike. Despite
his aptitude for going unseen, he couldn’t take the chance that the men he
hired might talk and jeopardize his cover. More importantly, he wouldn’t be
able to extract information from Duana in his preferred fashion while in town. He
would need privacy so that no one could hear the Marshal scream.









Chapter 15


Night Caller


The others had turned in early, eager to seek the
comfort of a soft bed, but Elias tarried in the Inn’s tavern, nursing an ale. His
piercing look persuaded Phinneas to remain as well. Elias drank in silence for
some minutes as he thought about how to word what he had to say.


“Phinneas,” he said, “I think you know what Balizor
means, and I want you to tell me.”


“Damnation, boy!” Phinneas hissed and looked to either side.
He made the invocation of the One God, a knuckled fist pressed to forehead, heart,
and lips. “Don’t say that word aloud!”


“So, you do know what it means,” Elias whispered.


“No, not specifically,” breathed Phinneas, lowering his
voice in kind, “but I do know what it signifies, but I didn’t want to frighten
the poor child or the others for that matter.”


“That’s fair,” Elias replied slowly, “but I want you to tell
me.”


The doctor sighed. “Fine, but keep it to yourself until I
have time to discuss it with Ogden.”


“Who’s Ogden?”


Phinneas waved a hand. “An old friend in Peidra. You’ll meet
him soon enough. I haven’t the foggiest what that word means, but it has the
unmistakable feel of the darkspeech.” Phinneas took a long draught from his
mug.


“Britches, Phinneas, what the hell is that?”


Phinneas’s mug made an audible clack in the silent room as
he set it down. “The darkspeech is the spell tongue of the necromancer—wizards
who traffic with the elder evils: demons, Dark Fey, cursed spirits, the old
gods.”


Now it was Elias’s turn to make the invocation of the One
God. “But Danica has no knowledge of such things.”


“No, I daresay not. Few alive know the ancient incantations
of the darkspeech. Long ago, when the One Church rose to power, it all but
eradicated necromancy in its crusades.” Phinneas looked Elias dead in the eye.
“But Slade may have.”


“What are you saying?” Elias asked as his stomach dropped,
but he feared he already knew.


“Danica used the darkspeech while in a trance I induced so
that she could reach her latent abilities. While under my guidance, at that
stage of the trance, she should not have been aware of any surface thoughts at
all. Using a trick bequeathed upon me by my mentor in the arcane, I employed a
trifle of magic to place her into a hypnotic state.”


“What has this to do with Slade and the darkspeech?”


“My point is this—sometimes traumatic events we have endured
are repressed into our subconscious minds. When in a trance these repressed memories
can resurface.”


“So, she remembers Slade using the darkspeech and repeated
it because she touched upon the memory?”


“Perhaps.” The doctor peered into the amber depths of his
mug.


“Phinneas, what aren’t you telling me?” Elias asked,
painfully aware of how his voice quavered in his ears. “I must be prepared to deal
with whatever this problem may present.”


“I know.” Phinneas took a deep breath. “We have discussed
the possibility that Slade used his fell powers to invade her very mind. When
his power touched hers it may have left some kind of imprint. Some part of his
dark will, residue of his thoughts, or knowledge could have been left behind. I
suspect it an unintended consequence, but perhaps when he opened his mind to
her something of him crossed over.”


“Bloody hell,” Elias said. The doctor’s words had stricken
the blood from his face.


“Elias, I don’t want my words to frighten you, or put you under
anymore undue stress. Danica is resilient, and has recovered unusually fast
from her exposure to the dark arts. Her will is strong. I may not have all the
answers at present, but I will find a way to cure her of any lasting effect. On
that you have my word.”


Relieved in part by Phinneas’s words Elias nodded. “Very
well, Phinneas. We’ll get to the bottom of this. Just promise me you won’t
leave me in the dark on this one. My father did that, and things may have
turned out different if he hadn’t.”


“I promise,” Phinneas said, then drained his mug. He
motioned to the barkeep for a refill, and the two men sat in silence as they
awaited the next round.


“I miss them,” Elias said.


“I know, lad.”


The two men drank their beers, each alone with their
thoughts.


†


Rafe watched the Marshal and his companion through a
window in the alleyway. He slouched against the wall and looked out of the side
of his eyes. To a passerby he would just look like another drunk trying to
regain his composure before stumbling home.


Duana’s companion finished his drink and went upstairs. The
Marshal remained with his mug for some time and then followed suit. Rafe
prepared to depart and then his sharp eyes noticed that Duana left no coin
behind and his mug had some few swallows left. He decided to wait a while
longer, and was soon rewarded for his efforts.


The Marshal had returned, unburdened of his sword and coat. He
spoke some few words with the barkeep, produced some coin from his pocket, and
then disappeared out a back door, mug in hand. Rafe stole along the alley
toward the courtyard. A brick wall enclosed the small green, but Rafe expertly
scaled it with nary a sound and peered over the edge.


Duana stood in the grass with his mug in one hand and a
cigarette in the other.


It had been Rafe’s plan to ambush the Marshal’s party on the
road so as not to risk discovery, but he could ill afford to pass up this
opportunity. He had Duana alone and unarmed with his companions out of earshot,
and likely wouldn’t get a second chance to find him so. On the road the
vigilant Marshal posted a watch, and kept his blade close at hand. Here was his
best chance of securing the Marshal’s capture.


Rafe slid over the fence and crept toward Elias Duana’s
back.


†


Danica woke with a start, her throat thick with the
ghost of a scream. The fleeting edges of a troubled dream fled her mind. She
struggled to retain some small thread of it, but summoned naught but visions of
shadow and gossamer. Despite her inability to recall the particulars of the dream,
a sharp feeling of panic needled her in her bosom and would not allow her to
close her eyes again.


She tried to swallow her irrational anxiety but she felt the
room closing in on her and the air thicken in her lungs. She needed an open
space, and light. She hastily gathered her pack, which held her matches and
candles, and snuck from the room she shared with Bryn.


Calm yourself, you ninny, she scolded herself as she walked
down the stairs but an acute sense of panic stole over her. Her head swam and a
prickly sensation slid up her neck, across the side of her face, and up to her
temples.


The gorge rose in her throat and she felt the urge to vomit.
With one hand clasped over her mouth she raced for the door that led out to the
courtyard.


†


Elias looked up into the night sky and wondered if Asa
and his father could hear his prayers. Did they see him even now? Were they
together? As he lost himself to his dark musings, he abruptly felt eyes upon
his back. He turned on his heels and startled as he saw a compact man stealing
toward him.


The man drew to a stop and stood to his full height, and
Elias realized he was much taller than he had seemed a moment ago. The man had
exotic features and held a curved dagger lightly in one hand. The assassin smiled
a toothy, mirthless grin.


Elias reached for his sword and then his stomach dropped as
he realized he had been caught unarmed.


“If you come with me without a struggle I won’t butcher your
friends in their sleep,” the man said in a mild tone.


“What assurance do I have that your word can be honored,”
Elias said slowly in an effort to buy time.


“None, but if I wanted them dead I could have killed them
while you tarried at the bar and in the courtyard.” The man took another step
closer.


Elias prepared to throw his lighter as a diversion and then
wield the mug as a makeshift weapon when the courtyard door swung open.


Danica stepped into the green and reeled when she saw the
dark figure with the wicked, naked dagger. Elias and the assassin recovered
their equilibrium quickly. They both took a step toward her, each wary of the
other.


“Run, Danica and get the others,” Elias said, and the
assassin retorted, “If you do, I will gut your brother.”


Her nausea fled, and in its place rose a cold fury. She took
a step into the courtyard and reached into her pack.


“Don’t,” said the assassin, “or I will cut you from ear to
ear.”


“In the time it takes you to close on me, my brother will
incinerate you with wizard’s fire,” Danica said. Her bearing suggested that the
assassin did not impress her. In truth she found herself unafraid, possessed by
a feral instinct for blood.


Rafe hesitated. After Lord Mirengi’s warning, the last thing
he wanted to do was turn his back on Duana to engage the girl. He settled for
repositioning himself so that he faced both the Marshal and the girl to keep
his flank protected. He sighed and backed away on cautious feet, feigning retreat,
only to erupt into a deep lunge and throw his dagger with a back-handed flick
of his wrist, already reaching for a second with his other hand even as the first
spun through the air in a silver arc.


Elias had been on alert for such a maneuver and when Rafe’s
hand moved forward he dove to the side and threw his mug. Elias didn’t register
any pain as the dagger raked his shoulder, but felt warmth spread down his arm
and chest. The mug went wide. Meanwhile, Danica advanced, brandishing the
length of rope with the fist-sized knot on the end that she had taken from Mayfair
Manor.


Elias rolled to his feet with the intention of scrambling
for the thrown dagger but saw Danica engaging the assassin with a rope of all
things. A scream caught in his throat and he charged the assassin unarmed.


Danica felt herself plummet into the deep as an electric
rush screeched up her spine. Something dark, as wispy as her dream, waited
there to be unfettered. In her mind she touched it as she lazily twisted to
avoid the thrust of the copper-skinned man’s dagger. She swung her rope. His
teeth flashed white in a smile as he caught the rope in a hand and pulled her
into his dagger.


Rafe’s smile faltered and his dagger tumbled from numb
fingers.


Elias, who had closed in on the melee, punched the assassin
behind the ear. He snapped his hand back as a jolt of cold lanced up his arm. He
discovered with horror that ripples of puce energy pulsated along the length of
Danica’s rope. He hadn’t been cognizant of falling, but found himself sprawled
on the earth.


Caught unawares, Rafe suffered the full brunt of the
onslaught of the fell power. He could not comprehend how this could come to
pass. How had Duana’s sister acquired knowledge of the necromantic arts? He
didn’t, however, have long to ponder the mystery, for soon the capacity for
thought was burned from his mind and all he could do was scream.


Elias watched with mounting revulsion, unable to act,
stunned from his brush with the obscene magic, as torrents of bruise-colored
energy coursed through the assassin’s rigid body. Thick blue veins protruded on
his face, neck, and hands, growing more distended by the second as they became
pregnant with fell power. His skin took on the gray, mottled tone of a corpse
some days dead. The coarse, black hairs on his head, eyebrows, and the back of his
hands turned white as a bridal bolt.


Elias shook off the torpor that had taken a hold of him and
struggled to his feet. A cold certainty dawned on him: Danica was draining the
very life from their assailant. He carefully took her shoulders in his hands. “Danica,
you’re killing him.”


She turned alien, black, pupilless eyes on him. “Would he
have done any less to us, brother?”


Her voice echoed in his ears and he felt his strength waning
under the spell of her frigid tone. Elias knew that the assassin would have
shown them no mercy, but for his part, pity stirred in him still. To kill a man
in combat was one thing, but to execute him in such a brutal fashion was profane.


“Not like this,” Elias said. “Besides, he may have
information. We could question him.”


She snapped back her rope and shot him any icy look. “Fine.”
The assassin fell to the ground like a board. His mouth worked silently as he looked
up at them with eyes clouded with cataracts. His face contorted as if he wept,
but his sand-dry eyes and mouth could issue not a single tear or sob. Elias
knelt by his side and placed a hand on his quavering shoulder. “Easy, there,”
he said. “We won’t hurt you anymore, but you must tell me who sent you. If you
are honest you will be spared.”


The living cadaver almost smiled and with supreme effort
made a sound in his throat. Elias leaned close as the man whispered. “Ssss-en-es-t-t-tra-ti,”
he managed before convulsing into a fit of seizures. Fetid spittle sprung from
his dry, cracked mouth, followed by black blood as his yellowed teeth rent his
black, bloated tongue. The convulsing slowed, then ceased.


Elias stumbled to his feet, overcome with disgust. He met
Danica’s eyes. She shrugged, a bland expression on her delicate face. Her eyes
still looked peculiar in the moonlight. Elias found himself unconvinced it was
mere illusion.


She reached out a hand and lay it on Elias’s left shoulder. A
gasp of breath escaped his lips as warmth spread throughout the injured limb. With
the glowing sensation came a rush of energy. She took her hand away, leaving
him strangely invigorated. Elias examined his arm and found, much to his
surprise, that the wound he received from the curved dagger, which surely would
have required stitches, had vanished and healed seamlessly with only the barest
inkling of a scar. Moreover, the injury he had sustained from the arrow some
weeks ago, which had left his shoulder and chest muscles stiff, felt loose and pain
free.


While Elias flexed his shoulder in wonder Danica regained
her senses. She cast a look at the twisted, revolting corpse of the assassin
and promptly emptied the contents of her stomach. Elias gathered her hair to
keep the vomit from getting tangled in her black tresses. When her heaving
ceased he took her in his arm and began to walk her toward the door.


The assassin’s screams had stirred the occupants of the Inn,
and presently their party came crashing through the door with Bryn in the lead.
Under different circumstances, the sight of the shapely red-head crashing
through the door barefoot, in her sleeping clothes, and wielding a rapier in
one hand a long dagger in the other may have been a subject for jest. Lar,
close on her heels, barged through next, and lastly the flustered doctor.


Bryn blanched as she beheld the grotesque cadaver. “What in
the nine hells has happened?”


“Inside,” Elias said. The prudent doctor had already begun
to help him with the wan Danica.


Once inside a dram of whiskey did much to restore Dancia’s
color and she calmed visibly. “Now we’re even,” she said. “You’ve saved my life
once, and I’ve returned the favor. I suspect you’ll change your tune about
wanting to leave me behind.”


“Oh, I don’t know,” Elias replied. “I did have that mug, and
it was mighty stout,” he said seriously. “I could have fended him off.”


“I can’t believe you two are making light about this,” Lar
said in a tremulous voice. “This is no laughing matter.” He stormed over to the
bar to procure more whiskey.


“It is our way,” Elias said soberly to his back.


By now the innkeeper had worked up his courage and poked his
head around the stairwell. His drawn features displayed concern and fear in
equal measures.


“I’ll take care of this,” Bryn said and approached the
innkeeper with spread hands and a beaming, if crooked, grin. Seeing the buxom,
half naked Bryn approach, did much to pacify the Innkeeper.


Elias waited until Phinneas escorted an uncharacteristically
compliant Danica to bed and returned before filling the party in with a hushed
voice. He briefly explained the circumstances of the ambush and Danica’s
fortuitous entrance. Quickly, so as not relive the memory too keenly, he
described the ill begotten fate the assassin suffered at the hands of Danica.


“How is such a thing possible?” Bryn asked. “Danica’s
training has only just begun. There is no way she could command the power to do
such a thing.”


Elias and Phinneas shared a look. “Not to mention that kind
of power,” Elias said.


“What are you two about?” Bryn asked as Lar looked on,
speechless, already well on his way to inebriation.


“It confirms a theory we had only hours ago discussed,” said
Phinneas. “It is my belief that under the hands of Slade, Danica endured a kind
of psychic torture.”


“In fact,” Elias said, “the good doctor believes that Slade
actually entered her mind with his dark powers.”


“Whether by accident or design,” Phinneas continued, “the
touch of his magic in some capacity warped and changed her own spark of the
arcane, twisting it.”


“I’ve never hear of such a thing,” said Bryn.


Phinneas struggled to keep his expression neutral. “We’re
largely in the realm of conjecture here. I’m no magus, trained in the knowledge
of the dark arts.”


“Then what in God’s name are we going to do?” whispered Lar.


“Don’t look so defeated, friends,” Phinneas said. “Danica is
the strongest willed young woman I know. Whatever is behind this affliction, we
will find a way to set it right.”


The doctor’s words did little to bolster the morale of the
others, but his efforts did not go unappreciated. The four sat in silence for a
time, each struggling to cope with this newest hurdle.


Elias broke the silence. “The body still has to be dealt
with,” he said.


“I suppose a late-night visit to the town undertaker is in
order,” Phinneas said. “I will deal with this. I am no stranger to the dead.”


Elias shook his head. “No one goes it alone this night. I
will accompany you. Lar and Bryn, you stay here and safeguard Danica. Assuming
all goes well we should try to get a few hours sleep. I want to be gone from
this place at first light. The last thing we need is a lot of questions or people
poking their noses around in the morning.”


Elias paused at the courtyard door. “Phinneas, do you know what
Senestrati means?”


“No,” said Phinneas.


Troubled, Elias opened the door, for Phinneas Crowe had lied
to him for the second time that week.


†


Sarad stirred from his slumber with a start as a
maelstrom of darkling energies swept through his bedchamber.


A confused specter keened before him. Threads of puce and
scarlet ectoplasm lashed from it in wild arcs.


“What is your name, spirit, and what business have you with
me?” With some surprise, Sarad felt his heart hammer against his ribcage.


White-cloak and brown-coat...twin stars of
destruction...you’ll burn too...


The specter cowered, panting like a feral beast, and then
scattered in an otherworldly wind.


Sarad cursed vehemently. Rafe, despite being warned, had
suffered Slade’s fate. Judging by the state of turmoil exhibited by his shade,
he had met a terrible end. This Marshal from the south, seemingly risen from
the ether, presented a more dire threat than anticipated.


He couldn’t imagine how the upstart could have come upon
knowledge of his order and its motives, but based on Slade and Rafe’s cryptic
warnings he had done just that. Perhaps the Galacians had been more vigilant
than he and his masters had surmised.


He had a sinking, gnawing intuition that this Marshal could
be the end of him. He would have to summon all of his available retainers. If
the Marshal proved as much a threat as his fallen comrades feared, he may have
to move against the throne sooner than anticipated.


Sarad threw off his bedclothes. There would be no more sleep
for him this night.









Chapter 16


Lucerne Palace


The remainder of their journey to Peidra passed without
incident. The arid prairies of the deep south gave way to dense forests and
snaking brooks before opening up to rolling hills and then the fathomless
golden sea of wheat, Galacia’s breadbasket and most coveted resource.


Peidra rose high into the sky, a shimmering white city set
afire by the late-summer sun. The limestone capped palace and city walls shined
atop a behemoth, gnarled crag of black granite, which set a stark contrast to
the landscape, as if it were the remnants of some ancient, mountainous titan that
had fallen amidst the plains only to be covered up by eons of growth. Towering
Keeps sprouted from the outer walls at strategic locations and served both as
housing for the city guard, the Blackshields, as well as a means of lookout in all
directions across the plain, Bryn explained as they rode up the single, wide
avenue that led to the city gates.


Phinneas, who knew Peidra well, endured her tutelage with an
indulgent smile, while the others from Knoll Creek gaped in wonder at the
majestic sights, dazzled by architecture of a breadth and scale they had only
seen inadequately represented in illustrated books. Pleased by their reaction, Bryn’s
sapphire eyes sparkled. “Wait until you see Lucerne Palace,” she said.


Bryn took them on a circuitous route through the city and
pointed out sites of note such as Arcalum, the Keep that hosted the Summit
Arcana and housed students of the arcane, Market Square, where vendors peddled
both domestic and exotic wares, and the Theater District, where thespians stoked
the imagination with a variety of productions, many performed street-side. If
anyone minded the extra time in the saddle they didn’t speak up.


All the sights they had hitherto seen paled in comparison to
Lucerne Palace. Marble blended with limestone to give rise to sweeping towers, parapet
walks worked with elegant statuary, and a massive, gilded central dome. None,
even Bryn who spent the majority of her life within palace walls, were unmoved
in the presence of such majesty.


Lar marveled that even the stables dwarfed his humble
homestead. Bryn laughed, a clear, bright sound. “Wait until you see the great hall
and throne room, Master Fletcher,” she said.


The party saw to their horses and unburdened their mounts of
their possessions. Elias cast an appraising glance at the stableboy who tarried
nearby and then turned to his mount. “Don’t worry, Comet, you’re in good
hands.”


“That’s a strange name for a horse,” the ruddy-faced
adolescent observed.


Elias shrugged. “The night he was foaled a comet passed
overhead. It seemed like the thing to do.”


The boy nodded sagaciously, as if learned in the ways of
signs and portents. Elias found that he liked the thoughtful youth. “Well, sir,
I will see to it he is rubbed down by myself and fed a green apple,” the boy
said.


“A green apple?”


“Yes. A horse with a special name like that deserves a special
treat, don’t you think?”


Elias found himself chuckling despite the anxiety that had
his stomach wound in a knot since he woke that morning. “Well said, my young
friend. And you needn’t call me sir. My name is Elias.”


“All right, Elias,” the stable hand said with an
ear-splitting grin as he stuck out his hand. “I’m Seven. Seven Winters.”


“Seven Winters? Is that your name or how old you are?”


Seven Winters grinned sheepishly. “It is my given name. I am
my parents seventh child, and I s’pose they grew tired of coming up with names.
My Pa is well known as a famous joker in these parts.”


Elias laughed again and clapped Seven on the shoulder. The
boy’s saucer-shaped, brown eyes fell onto Elias’s sword. His lips pursed in
thought. “That is a strange sword. Are you a knight or something?”


“Something like that.”


Seven leaned closer and asked in a half-whisper, “Is it
magical? It looks like the fancy kind of thing that would be, you know.”


Elias eyed the peculiar Seven and wondered how he should
answer. He was loathe to lie to the boy, but, as his father often said, there
was difference between lying and full disclosure. “It belonged to my father,
who served the queen. Because it reminds me of him and bears his mark, one
could say it has a kind of magic.”


Seven nodded as if this was a good answer. “Your father must
have been a great man. One day I will be a knight too, and do great things.”


Elias met the boy’s eyes. “I believe you will. I must go
now, Seven, my friends are waiting on me.”


“Bye, Elias.”


Elias adjusted his baldric to rest comfortably on his left
hip and walked toward his companions. After a few steps he turned on a whim and
said, “I’ll come visit Comet soon, Seven. Perhaps we can go exercise him
together.”


“I’d like that, Elias!” Seven said, with ready enthusiasm.


As Elias walked away he could hear the boy whistling to
himself as he set about rubbing Comet down.


Danica arched an eyebrow when Elias caught up to them at the
edge of the stables. “Making new friends?”


“One could always do with more,” Elias replied.


Danica cast a pointed glance at Bryn. “He never could help
befriending the strangest of people, particularly strays. There was this
dullard named Onrick who had a fascination with fire. No one could stand the
half-wit, but Elias insisted poor Onrick was a redeemable lad, and always
invited him to parties even though we all cursed him for it.”


“Seven is not strange,” Elias said. “He happens to be a very
sharp young man.”


“Seven?” Danica replied. “His name is Seven?”


Elias sighed and waited for the outburst of laughter to
abate.


They followed a granite walkway toward the palace, passing
by the outer courtyard and a number of courtiers and palace staff going about
their business.


Elias allowed his eyes to wander over the grounds and
released a low whistle. He had always dreamt of walking such gallant environs
but had long ago dismissed the notion that he would ever see more of the world
than the few counties beyond Knoll Creek. The dream of his youth had come to
pass, but not in the least way like he had imagined it in his childhood
fantasies. The sting of his loss still burrowed its way inside him, though the
pain grew less acute with each passing day. He could now conjure up the faces of
Asa and his father in his mind’s-eye without his breath catching in his throat
and the cold cement of fury and despair dragging on his heart like a millstone.


The wild neighing of a horse and a string of vehement curses
drew Elias from his thoughts. He looked to the commotion and saw a man tumble
from the back of the largest horse he had ever seen. Elias, acting out of
instinct, sprang to the man’s aid. He grabbed the man under his arms and
dragged him out of the path of the rearing stallion.


Meanwhile Bryn spoke to the others from the side of her
mouth. “He’ll earn no thanks from that one. That’s Lord Geoffrey Oberon, and
the only thing he disdains more than advice or an offer of help are those
beneath his station—which is practically everyone.” She pointed to an over-fed,
pock-marked youth cowering on the far side of the horse. “That one over there
is his attendant—some distant cousin—I believe his name is Ronald.”


Elias helped the slight man to his feet and clapped him on
the shoulder. Oberon stiffened under the familiar gesture and his pale eyes
narrowed to slits. “Easy there, fella,” Elias said. “Are you injured?”


“I am fine, thank-you very much,” Oberon said tightly.


“No doubt the only thing injured is his pride,” Bryn said
mildly.


“Lady Bryn of House Denar,” said Oberon, speaking her
title as if it tasted bitter in his mouth.


Oberon’s attendant rushed to his Lord’s side and offered him
a handkerchief. “You would do well to unhand Lord Oberon at once, sir.”


Elias pulled his hand from Oberon’s shoulder and raised his
eyebrows at the youth whose attempts to appear refined, despite his flushed
face and the beads of sweat pouring down his face, were laughable. “A thousand
pardons, young master,” Elias said sketching a mock bow. “I shall be cognizant
in the future not to interfere in the affairs of equestrians and persons of
stature, whose station is above mine own humble origins.”


Elias’s wry comment took Bryn—and Oberon’s lackey—aback and
she found herself failing to suppressing a grin. The distiller may be a man of
few words, but his father had educated him well.


Due to Elias’s practiced deadpan, Oberon’s attendant found
himself unsure how to take the distiller’s comment. He settled for saying,
“Very well then.”


“Shut-up Ronald, and go fetch my crossbow,” Oberon said as
he smoothed back his oiled hair and adjusted his ornate, royal-blue riding
jacket. “My Lady, have you brought some distant kin to enjoy the hospitality of
the queen’s banquet?”


“Not hardly. Lord Oberon, meet Marshal Duana.” Elias cringed
inwardly at Bryn’s brazen introduction, but also enjoyed no small measure of
satisfaction at the astonished expression that stole over Oberon’s features.


“Marshal? Whatever are you talking about, my Lady? The
Marshal order is a relic from before the Quarter Century War. Their traditions,
enchanted baubles, and incantations are outdated—myths meant to strike fear
into enemies and promote obedience in the masses. We have entered an age of
reason where such tactics are no longer necessary.”


Bryn made a show of examining and buffing her nails. She
looked at Oberon lazily from beneath her long eyelashes. “Are you done?”


“Quite,” said Oberon, whose ears had reddened.


“Very well,” said Bryn who then proceeded to introduce the
rest of the party. Phinneas inclined his head nobly, and Lar followed suit. Danica,
however, winked.


Elias looked to the horse. The prodigious beast had not
bolted, but stood nearby and watched them with indifference. At first he had
thought the horse’s coat black, but upon closer inspection saw that it was a
rich clay-red, so deep in tone that only direct exposure to the sun dispelled
the illusion.


Elias turned back to Oberon. “Why did you send your man to
fetch your crossbow?” he asked, though he already knew the answer.


“So that I may put this beast out of his misery. Some
creatures, no matter how hard you try to civilize them, cannot be broken. This
one is a lost cause. He will have to be put down.”


Elias drew himself up. “I can break this steed,” he said.


“I think not,” Oberon replied with a derisive snort. “My
family is descended from a long line of masters of animal husbandry. This beast
was bred from the finest stock designed to produce a stallion of uncommon size
and strength. An unfortunate byproduct was an equally sized temper. If I can’t
break this beast none can.”


Ronald returned with Oberon’s crossbow, which he passed to
his master. Elias stepped between Oberon and the horse. “I can break this
stallion.”


“Step aside Duana. This is none of your concern. I own this
horse and I will deal with him as I wish.”


“Then I will purchase this mount.”


Oberon cocked his head and regarded Elias with a bemused
expression. “Very well.” He named an absurd figure several times the horse’s
worth. “What is it, Duana? Marshaling doesn’t pay as well as it used to?”


Elias fixed his black eyes on the smirking nobleman. His
purse could ill afford such an expenditure, but he couldn’t allow the
self-important Oberon to murder an innocent animal. Still, he had little
recourse.


“I will pay this price,” Bryn said.


Both men turned to her as one. “Oh?” Oberon managed, while
Elias broke into an irrepressible grin.


“You will have your coin tonight,” she said.


Oberon opened his mouth, at a loss for words. He hadn’t
expected Duana to actually pay the named price, but he didn’t figure on the
capricious Bryn. “So be it,” he said at last. “However, don’t expect me to help
you get the foul tempered beast into the stables. I’ve suffered enough at its
whim.”


Elias approached the horse with careful, measured steps. He
opened his hands and held them up. Padraic Duana had taught him that most
people saw animals as stupid, feelingless beasts, and that was a grave mistake
in handling them. All creatures could sense intent to some degree and wished to
be treated with respect. The stallion snorted and reared its head, but didn’t
make to bolt.


“Whoa,” Elias said gently and reached not for the reins but
the horse’s nose. At first the steed pulled away and fixed him with a baleful
eye. Elias persisted in exaggeratedly slow movements and held his hand out for
the horse to sniff. He began to hum low in his throat, as he had seen his
father do time and again. The horse’s ears twitched and lowered against his
head. “Orush en bach inwaria,” he sang under his breath.


The horse nickered gently and suffered Elias to stroke his muzzle
and then his thick, sinewy neck. Elias continued to half-sing, half-chant, and
lay his head against his new steed’s neck. He breathed in the musky scent of
horseflesh, and the horse breathed in his, becoming familiar with his new companion.


Trying to exude an aura of confidence and ease, Elias put a
foot into the stirrup. He waited a moment to gauge the horse’s reaction. The
stallion turned its head and fixed an eye on him, its head tilted quizzically,
as if to say, well on with it then! Elias needed no more encouragement and
mounted the horse. It looked like he’d be seeing Seven sooner than expected. He
leaned in and whispered in the stallion’s ear. “I will call you Brand, for you
are like a smoldering brand of redwood. Now, let’s show them what you can do.” He
prodded Brand with his knees and cried, “HA!”


With a tremendous adrenal burst, Brand erupted into a dead
gallop as if possessed of the strength and vitality of ten steeds. Elias felt
his stomach plummet and the sudden upstart of wind almost unseated him. He
clenched his thighs along the saddle and lowered his head and shoulders. “HA!”
he cried again and the world blurred about him.


Bryn glowed as she watched Elias and the wine-colored mount
vanish into the horizon. Lar and Danica hooted, while Phinneas shook his head
to himself, a wide grin splitting his face.


Bryn eyed Oberon cooly. “What was that you said about
Marshal incantations?”


†


Elias waited with his companions, save Bryn, in his
appointed rooms. He had not expected such generous accommodations, furnished
with both a bedchamber and a sitting room. Thick carpets woven with intricate
designs, worked wooden tables, ottomans, and linen drapes adorned the lavish
chambers. He was perplexed to discover that the bed, in addition to being of an
adequate size to sleep three men, also had curtains that drew around its
breadth.


Servants had brought plates teeming with cold pheasant,
honeyed breads, cheese flecked with tomato and basil, roasted potatoes, and
grapes. Elias had embarrassed himself by offering the incredulous server some
silver coin. His companions of course enjoyed a vigorous chuckle at his
expense. Despite their grim beginnings, he found it heartening that he traveled
with such a mirthful party. With the savory victuals, the server had brought a
flagon of wine and water. While the others sampled the vibrant vintage
judiciously, Elias abstained.


“So,” said Danica as she chewed on a grape, “what was that business
with the horse?”


“What do you mean?” Elias asked.


“You said that you didn’t want to learn magic, but it sure
looked like you beguiled that stallion,” she replied.


Elias waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “That was
nothing. It’s an old song Dad taught me to calm down animals. It’s a
superstition really. The sound and rhythm calms them. That’s all.”


Danica rolled her eyes, but her reply was curtailed by a
knock on the door. She opened it to reveal a guard clad in a polished
breastplate, studded greaves, and a crimson cloak who proclaimed that they were
to follow him to their audience with the queen.


Far from the grim escort Elias had expected, the guardsman
turned out to be quite a chatty fellow. He inquired about their trip and
pointed out portraits, statuary, and decor of note.


Elias wondered how anyone could make his way unnoticed in this
place—their steps clapped and echoed off the marble of the vaulted ceilings and
wide corridors like thunder. The palace had a formal, cold design, the compare
of which he had only seen in a mausoleum. The guardsman noticed his roving eyes
and favored him with a wry grin. “When I first received my appointment to the
Palace, I felt the same way my friend,” he said. “Don’t worry, you’ll grow used
to it soon enough.”


After what seemed an interminable labyrinthine course they
arrived at a set of alabaster marble doors embossed with the Denar crest in
shimmering gold, a stag standing before a tree with seven stars caught in its
boughs. A pair of guards, similarly garbed as their escort, but with gilded
breastplates, half-plate greaves, full helms, and white, shield-shaped
pauldrons on their right shoulders, stood before the doors, one hand each on
the door ring and the other on a thick-hafted halberd.


“I will await you outside,” their escort said as his
compatriots hauled open the ponderous doors.


Elias took a breath and stepped across the threshold. The
vast chamber glowed as slants of light illuminated the alabaster marble that
walled and floored the room. He glanced up and saw a massive dome situated in
the center of the ceiling, which featured a skylight and frieze adorned with
sculptures of cherubs and other mythic figures in low relief.


Eithne Denar offered him a warm smile and beckoned him to
come closer. “You may step all the way inside, Master Duana,” she said. “I
promise I won’t bite.”


Her manner put him at ease at once and Elias concluded that Bryn’s
vibrant sense of humor must be a familial trait. He found the queen to be a
striking woman. Penetrating hazel eyes peered at him from beneath a thin
platinum circlet, which sat amidst a tumble of chestnut tresses gathered atop
her head. When she tilted her head to give him a quizzical look the sun caught
her hair and revealed auburn highlights that gleamed like spun copper.


The queen was attended by Bryn and a white-haired man, each of
whom stood on a small dais a step down from the throne. Elias approached the trio
and stopped at what he reasoned was a respectful distance. The queen stood. He
hooked his thumbs into his belt and waited for her to address him. The queen’s
smiled widened, flashing white, and her eyes crinkled at the corners. Bryn
shook her head with a bemused snort of laughter, while the man opposite her
beamed.


At a loss, Elias cast a quick glance to Danica only to
discover that she along with his other party members had dropped to a knee. His
ears burned as he made to follow suit.


“That is quite alright, Master Duana,” the queen said around
a laugh. “You needn’t kneel, and please, Miss Danica, Master Fletcher, Doctor
Phinneas, rise.”


“You remind me of your father, young man,” the white-haired
man said, his bright eyes almost disappearing beneath the fold of his wrinkled
eyebrows. “He wouldn’t bend knee to any man, or woman for that matter.”


“You knew my father?” Elias asked, unable to conceal his
interest.


“Yes. He was a good man. No, he was the best of us.”


Elias tilted his head. “You were a Marshal, sir?”


“Not quite,” he returned with an apologetic smile, “but we
were both…let’s just say that we shared similar interests.”


The queen sat after sharing a look with her elder. “This is
Ogden Vandrael. He is the Steward of my household, and chief advisor.”


“Well met, sir,” said Elias, but his curiosity had been
piqued at the mention of his father and he pressed his inquiry. “I must
confess, that I do not quite understand. How did you know my father? Were you
colleagues or friends?”


Ogden exhaled slowly. “I see you share his dogged persistence.”


“Indeed,” said the queen dryly, and Elias thought again how
similar the queen and her cousin were. “However, I must confess, Ogden, that I
too am curious.”


“I apologize for my vagaries, friends, it’s just that the
sight of these two young people, so like their father, has caused old memories
to surface. I had occasion to meet your father during the war. I will tell you
all about it—and sooner than later, I suspect—but I suppose now is not the
time.”


Much to Elias’s surprise, the queen did not appear rankled
by Odgen’s dismissal, gentle as it may have been, but perplexed.


She turned her attention back to Elias. “In a better world
none of us would ever have met, but under the circumstances I am glad to have the
support of citizens such as yourselves. First allow me to offer my condolences
for the tragic circumstances that befell you and your kin. Your house has
sacrificed more than enough in the service of Galacia; it is a cruel fate that
has taken yet more from you.


“I owe you—all of you—my sincere and heartfelt gratitude. The
seeming plot you have uncovered is a grave threat, and more dire than any of us
had expected.”


The queen paused and the party from Knoll Creek looked up at
her, solemn and stone-still to a man. “It is my understanding, Elias Duana,
that my cousin,” she looked down at Bryn and offered her a wry smile before
continuing, “vested you with crown authority to take down the conspirator
Viscount Roderick Macallister in the capacity of a crown appointed Marshal. Since
their inception the Marshal order has been responsible for enforcing crown law
in all of Galacia, accepting commissions from the crown as it sees fit. However,
you are unaware that the Marshals have been disbanded, albeit not by official
mandate.


“Having been conscripted into service in the war effort, what
remained of the order after its end grew old in obscurity, as I have continued
my father’s policy of pouring the virtual entirety of the military budget into
repopulating and outfitting the standing army. There hasn’t been a new Marshal
appointment since the war. As a matter of fact, your father may have been one
of the last.”


“He took the oath at nineteen,” Elias said, “and received
his first commission at twenty. He went to war three years later. He was
younger than I am now.”


Eithne found herself transfixed by Duana’s intense,
black-eyed gaze. “Ah,” she said, before continuing. “Still, it is my wish to
reward you and your companions. Master Duana, I am prepared to offer you lands
confiscated from House Macallister as reparation, and the Constabulary of the
district of Knoll Creek. For your companions, a purse of gold stags. Does this
please you?”


Elias answered almost immediately, without thinking. “My family
has land, Your Highness. And I don’t want Oring’s job.”


“We didn’t come all this way for your coin,” said Danica.


The queen arched an eyebrow and exchanged glances with Bryn,
who said, “I told you.”


“Why have you come all this way, Elias?” the queen asked


Elias felt the eyes of all present fall upon him. He raised
his head and looked his queen dead in the eye. “I have held the woman I loved
as she died, with an arrow as thick as a child’s wrist in her heart. My father
was cut down by a necromancer for reasons that I cannot seem to comprehend. All
that remains of him is a patch of blasted earth as hard as black glass. The
most powerful man in my duchy conspired against my house with a story-book
assassin’s brotherhood that has never left a single witness alive.


“The question, your majesty, is not why have I come to
Peidra, but how could I possibly have remained in Knoll Creek after what I’ve
seen? That life has been taken from me, by a ghost of an enemy that would see
both our houses destroyed. And so, here I am.”


Elias was met with silence as his queen continued to hold
his gaze, her expression unreadable. Ogden bent and whispered in her ear,
although she offered no indication that she heard him.


“Like the knights of old,” the queen said at last, “the
appointment of a Marshal was always the sole province of the crown. It will not
be easy being the first Marshal appointed in two score years. Is it your wish
to serve me in this capacity, Elias of Duana?”


Elias stood tall and could hardly believe it when he heard
himself say, “It is.”


“So be it,” the queen said. One of her eyebrows arched as
she nodded in approval. “Marshal Duana I would like you and your companions to
join your queen and her court tomorrow for a banquet. You have had the fortune
to arrive on a very special day.”


Eithne briefed them on the circumstances leading up to the crown
having agreed to host a delegation from Ittamar, and their recent arrival not a
day ago.


“Avail yourself of any hospitality my household has to
offer, and I will see you all at the banquet.”


With that said, the queen rose and disappeared through a small
door behind the throne, which had escaped Elias’s notice, Ogden close on her
heels.


Once the quasi secret door closed, Bryn bounded down from
the throne platform, wearing a broad smile. “Welcome to Peidra, Marshal.”









Chapter 17


Snake in the Grass


“Is that him?” asked Lord Vachel Ogressa.


“Yes,” replied Oberon. “What have you learned?”


Ogressa shrugged. “Not much. Rumor and conjecture mostly. The
man I had tailing Bryn had to be careful. She kept an eye out for being
followed and covered her trail well. Word has preceded him only by a couple of
days, which is rather astounding considering how great a distance Knoll Creek
is from here.”


“What of your sources in the guard?”


“Only what they have seen, which is not much. His father was
one Padraic Duana, who served as a Marshal before and during the war. His
father and his betrothed were killed by some marauders, whereabouts he fell in
with Bryn. A whiskey distiller by trade, word of him taking up the sword to bring
his family’s murderers and the rancher who hired them to heel have spread like
wildfire. He’s already become something of a folk hero. Hell,” Ogressa added
with a chuckle, “courtiers are already gossiping about how he crossed wits with
you and broke your ill tempered stallion in five minutes with some bit of old
time Marshal magic.”


“I’m just tickled you find it so amusing, Vachel,” Oberon
growled.


“Perhaps we should go over and say hello. What do you
think?”


“Be my guest.” Oberon turned his back on Vachel stiffly and went
to seek more rewarding conversation.


Sarad Mirengi fixed his eyes on the Marshal as soon as he
set foot into the Grand Hall. Duana wore his full Marshal regalia, save his
hat, and a strange, exotic sword hung at his waist. The blade with its curved,
crimson scabbard and unique ovular guard looked reminiscent of swords from the
far-east. He had no doubt that this was the man he had seen in his scrying
mirror. His dark and glittering eyes swept the room intently, and he walked
with casual, feline grace. Whatever else could be said of the man, he had
presence.


Sarad remembered he was conversing with the queen, but he had
missed her last comment, so absorbed had he been in watching the Marshal’s
entrance. He turned his eyes back to her with a sheepish smile.


“I see you have taken notice of Marshal Duana,” the queen
said.


“Duana?”


“Yes, Prelate. Elias Duana. His father, Padraic, served the crown
as a Marshal during the war.”


“Ah. I figured he’d be taller.”


The queen arched an eyebrow. “Oh? Maybe you would like a
closer look.” She beckoned to Duana.


Sarad cursed himself for making such an ignominious
statement, and not better concealing his interest. “Indeed. I have heard so
much talk of this man since he arrived at court yesterday.”


Padraic Duana, thought Sarad, rolling the name around
in his mind. He had heard that name before. After a moment’s consideration he
recalled that Padraic Duana was something of a legend, reputed to have been a master
swordsman. The arrogant Slade likely couldn’t resist testing his mettle against
one of the best swords in Galacia, and thus had unwittingly stirred a worthy
adversary.


Duana approached with Lady Bryn Denar in tow and a trio of
companions. It appeared the nascent Marshal had already secured an entourage,
albeit a motley one. The queen introduced Duana and his traveling companions.


Sarad took Duana’s hand. “It as a pleasure to meet you,
Marshal,” he said, affecting his most winning smile. “Despite having only been
in Peidra for scarce a day, your reputation precedes you. I daresay, if you bring
a criminal to justice or even tame another horse the bards will have a song for
you before the week’s out.”


When he took Duana’s hand in his own, the Marshal’s face
changed. He didn’t so much frown as the corners of his eyes narrowed ever so
slightly and his head tilted a fraction as if listening to something no one
else could hear.


Sarad’s blood went cold. As a student of body language he
read the almost imperceptible clues with ease: Duana had received him with
distaste at the least, suspicion at the worst.


“The pleasure is all my own, your holiness,” Duana said in
an even tone. His accent and bearing marked him as an educated man.


“Your words are kind, but I assure you unwarranted,” the
Marshal continued. “I am merely the latest bit of gossip. I can only hope to
live up to my title in the days to come.”


“Modest as well,” Sarad said. “I insist you come visit me at
the Abbey so that we can get to know each other better.”


Duana offered a gracious smile. “I would enjoy that very
much, your holiness.”


With that the two men went separate ways, each feeling
uneasy.


Sarad noticed Duana idly trace a finger along his badge as
he walked away. The Prelate’s thoughts darkened. He had to put an end to the
brazen upstart, and soon. Now he could but hope that Duana wouldn’t ruin his
painstakingly laid plans for the evening. Success tonight was paramount in the
eventual triumph of his plot against the crown.


Other than the unknown entity of Duana, his plan could only
have been more certain if he bent the emissaries themselves to his will, but it
proved impossible to get at them as they had been well-guarded ever since first
setting foot on Galacian soil. Dominating the will of a man required time—time
that he did not have thanks to the Marshal, for his intelligence indicated that
the queen suspected a plot against her.


Fortunately, Talinus had acquired him a couple of suitable substitutes,
and given the work he had done to soften the loyalty of certain members of the
queen’s council, his artifice should prove sufficient a catalyst to rekindle
the smoldering animosity between Ittamar and Galacia.


Sarad remembered himself and snuffed out the nagging spark
of doubt that had nettled him since the visitation of Slade’s ghost. A wizard
of no mean power, he would not permit some whelp pretending at the arcane and intrigue
to put an end to the culmination of a coup that had taken him nigh a decade to
orchestrate. He would deal with the meddlesome Elias Duana directly.


Agnar Vundi and his companions sat at the queen’s left in a
place of honor. He sipped on a glass of wine and offered the regal Eithne of
Denar a smile. The preliminary negotiations had gone better than he could have
imagined. The queen proved judicious and did not hold Agnar as personally
responsible for the war his former king had waged, like so many other Galacians
he had encountered. “It was our fathers’ war,” she had said, and without
further preamble asked him to present Baruch’s proposal.


Barring any unforeseen complications, his people would have
grain, and Galacia would have gold and ore to firm their position in the
southlands. This would be the first enduring alliance in Ittamarian history
south of the Sheer and would improve the strategic position of both countries.


After all had been seated and served wine the queen rose. The
court quieted and awaited her words. “Today marks a momentous occasion: The
beginning of an abiding peace between Galacia and Ittamar and a mutually
beneficial trade pact. Gone are the days of extended and useless bloodshed
between our peoples—campaigns born of ancient blood feuds and border disputes. The
tenuous truce of the last two decades has become concrete and lasting.”


Eithne looked to Agnar, who stood. “On behalf of my people and
my King, Baruch of clan Rachman, allow me to offer my sincere gratitude for
your hospitality, sons and daughters of Galacia. It is the vow of my monarch to
honor the pact begun here today. It is my hope that we can put aside the enmity
of the past and together forge a brighter future for ourselves, and for our
children. I thank you.”


Not everyone present appeared pleased by this turn of events,
Elias observed. While they all clapped and affected glad expressions, many of
the courtier’s smiles did not touch their eyes. This troubled him, but not as
much as his encounter with the Prelate.


When he shook hands with the high cleric, the white robed man
had expressed pleasure at meeting him. He lied. As soon as the Prelate mouthed
the words Elias felt the electric tingle radiating from his shield that
indicated a lie. Why the man would possibly harbor him ill will was beyond him.
Perhaps it was nothing more than the Prelate simply didn’t care to meet a man
at arms.


Elias tried to allay his doubt, but a nagging suspicion
tugged at him nevertheless, and in his gut he felt that something was off about
the cleric. He found that he couldn’t articulate why, but he distrusted the
dapper, impeccably groomed man. He decided to discuss it with Bryn at the
earliest opportunity.


Sarad waited until dinner was served and the courtiers had
become complacent in the stupor induced by vintage wine and rich foods before
sending his mind out to summon his thralls. They waited beyond the servant
door, tucked into an alcove behind a tapestry, rendered invisible by a spell
that caused them to blend into their surroundings. If they moved around the
subterfuge wouldn’t last, but via his domination spell his thralls waited
stock-still in a state of hypnosis.


Now. He kept his face expressionless as he sent the
mental command. He hazarded a glance at Duana from the corner of his eye. He
cursed to himself as he saw the Marshal straighten in his chair, alarm written
clearly across his features.


Elias listened attentively as Bryn explained the politics of
the capital and the agendas of the five houses. The distiller, for his
part, required no prodding from her to foster a dislike for Lord Geoffrey
Oberon, who seemed to relish in nettling the queen. Vachel Ogressa was guilty
by his association with Oberon, according to Bryn. Elias’s impression of
Ogressa darkened further when Bryn explained that he was a recent confidant of
the Prelate. Rabidine, as Bryn saw it, found greater interest in a flagon of wine
and a pleasant turn of ankle than matters of state unless House Rabidine’s coin
was involved, or they stood to make some. Conversely, Dekel Mycrum, with his
long, oiled mustache, was all business. According to the ancient histories, the
House of Mycrum sprung from a line of knights that served the clan kings of
antiquity so admirably that they earned a place among the five great houses in
time beyond reckoning.


“The House of Antares, led by Lord Josua, is the queen’s
only firm ally on the council,” Bryn said. “One would expect as much
considering he’s her uncle on her mother’s side, but he is widely respected as
an equitable and wise man.”


Elias began to make a comment but the words died on his
lips, for, without preamble, the runes on the underside of his forearm burned
as hotly as they had when he had first been branded with them. The tingling
sensation that announced the presence of the arcane wound its way up his spine
in a shuddering rush. In the pit of his stomach Elias knew that something was
amiss, but if he drew steel here unprovoked, his would prove the shortest
military career in the history of Galacia. Yet, if his hunch was correct and he
stayed put, it could mean that he had sat idly by while his queen was
assassinated in a crowded chamber in full eye of the court.


Throwing decorum aside, he grasped Bryn by her bare shoulder
and pulled her close. “There’s a fell wizard nearby,” he hissed.


Bryn cast a look across the room. “Are you certain?” she
asked, but Elias was already up, springing across the room with a hand on his
sword. Bryn hesitated only momentarily. The former distiller had an uncanny way
about him, and she’d rather look the fool than suffer the consequences if Elias
was right.


Bryn shot to her feet. “Redshields, fox in the rabbit-hole!”


Elias had closed the distance to the queen’s table in a
handful of quick steps before anyone had time to react, except for Sarad. The
Prelate screamed a silent order to his thralls: Kill the man in the brown
coat!


The Whiteshield’s posted at the queen’s table drew steel and
made to intercept Elias, unsure from what quarter the threat issued as the
Redshield’s formed ranks, but Eithne stayed them with a motion of her hand. The
queen arched an eyebrow and looked up at the fledgling Marshal, apprehension
and irritation written on her features in equal portions.


Elias felt the eyes of the entire assembly on him as he scanned
the hall with frantic eyes. “Get down,” he barked to the queen. “There’s
danger.”


As the words left his mouth the servant’s doors crashed
open. A whir of motion passed through the archway, indistinct and blurry. A
trio of men materialized from out the arcane cloud. Their long, loose hair,
braided beards, and dress marked them as men of the north.


Elias felt the flow of time slow, as if he waded through a
dream. He watched the wicked, curved hand-axe rotate end over end as it spun
through the air, arcing toward them. He loosed his sword from its scabbard even
as he turned to shield the queen, his blade but half drawn. He braced himself
for the bite of northern steel as he twisted the flat of his blade to face the
whirring axe.


The blue tinted steel of his sword vibrated but held as the
axe rebounded off it with a mighty twang.


In some partitioned corner of his mind Elias registered the din
of hysterical voices as he dropped into a fighting stance and leveled his sword
at the charging northmen. “Feora!” he cried in a thunderous voice he did
not recognize as his own. He acted on impulse, wondering with detachment if the
spell Macallister discharged from his ring had in fact been absorbed by his
ensorcelled blade.


Elias found himself ill prepared for the ensuing outcome. His
sword transformed into a lightning rod of arcane force and pushed back at him
with tremendous recoil. He felt his feet slipping and clasped his other hand
around the hilt of his blade. He cried out with the effort, but the sound of
his voice became consumed by the roar of fire that discharged from the point of
his sword.


The ensorcelled steel amplified the power of the spell it
had absorbed and returned it now manifold. The flames took on the aspect of the
sword, tinged blue with a white tongue at its core.


The blue-white conflagration consumed the lead assassin and
he disappeared for a beat within the cone of fire. The second managed a partial
dodge and escaped the brunt of the magical blast. Still, half of his face had
been melted in the curtain of fire. The third crashed to the floor, for the northman
in the lead had been catapulted off his feet by the blast and sent careening into
his compatriot.


Meanwhile, Elias’s startled companions bounded into action,
led by Bryn, as the Whiteshields swarmed the queen. Lar sprinted for Elias and the
maimed northman, with Danica and Phinneas a half step behind. Bryn engaged the
remaining assassin, who had already heaved off his burnt and desiccated
countryman. She hurled a dagger at him, which she had produced from the
confines of her skirts, as she sprinted in.


Lar but slowed as he bent to retrieve the thrown hand-axe
that Elias had deflected. He closed in on the half-maimed northman, who seemed
unaware of his grievous injury and, stone-faced, promptly began swinging his
two-handed axe in wild, tireless arcs. Lar’s own proffered hand axe seemed
paltry in comparison, but he had little time to think on it as he put it to
immediate use parrying the flurry of blows the Ittamarian rained upon him.


Danica made to go to Lar’s aid as she felt an electric force
gather in her palms but Phinneas restrained her. Danica struggled against him
but the doctor spoke into her ear, reaching for his empathetic powers, as he
wove a hasty charm spell. The young White Habit grew soft in his arms and he
dragged her back to the relative safety of the queen’s table and the swarm of
Whiteshields who had drawn together to form a human wall to protect their
queen.


Bryn’s thrown dagger took the northman in the joint where
the shoulder met the torso—a wound that experience had taught her to be an
exquisite agony—but the man let out nary a cry or grimace and, ignoring her
completely, continued his halted charge toward the queen’s table. Bryn altered
her course accordingly and engaged his flank.


Lar retreated while desperately struggling to find an
opening in his enemy’s defenses. “Fade right!” a voice cried from behind him. Lar
complied at once and sidestepped as he caught the northman’s axe on the haft of
his blade.


A white sword swept by his shoulder in a vertical cut and
sliced through the chainmail gousset that attached the northman’s vambrace to
his breastplate.


The Ittamarian stepped in to engage this new threat, seeming
unfazed by the spurting wound that had ruined his shoulder, but Lar drew close
to him and held his axe fast. As he did so, the Whiteshield that had come to
his aid put his long-sword to artful use and reduced the northman’s breastplate
to a bloody sieve.


Bryn skirted the backhand pass of the remaining assassin’s
axe, spun about on the balls of her feet, and with a sweep of one of her long-bladed
Aradurian daggers cut through leather greaves and flesh with equal ease and
hamstrung him. Impossibly, even as he lost the use of one leg, the assassin
continued to half crawl toward the queen’s table. Bryn quickly overcame her bewilderment
and stood behind the man, raising her dagger to deliver a coup de grace.


“No! Wait!” Elias cried, having recovered his equilibrium
from his arcane pyrotechnics even as the last northman fell under Lar and the
Whiteshield’s concerted effort. Bryn stayed her hand, though she kept a wary
eye on the crawling northman. She glanced up at Elias, who still stood at the
queen’s table. “We need him alive, or else his secrets die with him.”


Sarad cursed to himself. If they kept the thrall alive they
might very well discover the deception, or at the least realize that he was
under the sway of an enchantment. He sent a silent command—kill the woman—even
as he sent out threads of his power, which wrapped around Bryn and the thrall
alike in an invisible lasso of force. With an effort of will he jerked on the magical
cord just as the northman turned about, and the pair went careening across the
floor, directly toward Sarad’s table. To onlookers, it appeared that the northman
turned on Bryn and with a sudden burst of strength leapt from a crouch and
grappled her, which resulted in the two stumbling across the floor as they
struggled against each other.


As they approached him Sarad abruptly cut off his spell and
the two combatants fell to the floor at the foot of his table, with his thrall
on top.


Bryn struggled to muster her strength for the wind had been
knocked out of her. She looked up to see the northman looming over her, somehow
having risen into a half-crouch on his ruined leg, axe raised overhead. She
found her breath as the axe descended and screamed. Then she saw a flash of
white and heard a sound like the ringing of a blacksmith’s hammer on steel.


The Prelate of the Church of the One God had leapt over his
table and straddled the fallen Bryn. As the axe fell he raised his bare hand
and intercepted the weapon. When his hand met the axe-blade an intense white
light issued forth and the axe sundered with a mighty clang.


Let the rabble see that Elias Duana was not the only heroic
figure in the capital, Sarad thought smugly, but his elation was short lived,
ended by a spray of blood, which showered his robes and face. He blinked away
the gore. A foot of steel protruded from his thrall’s chest, who looked down at
it stupidly. The steel pulled back through the wound with a grotesque slurping
sound and the thrall fell to the side, revealing a stone-faced Elias Duana.


The two men locked eyes.


Bryn surged to her feet. “Captain Blackwell! There’s an
arcanist loose!”


The Whiteshields scrambled under Blackwell’s command to
secure the exits and sweep the wing, while Elias continued to search the
Prelate’s eyes. The Marshal inclined his head slightly and then trotted after
Bryn to the queen’s table.


Sarad could read nothing in that scant gesture and wondered
at the other man’s thoughts.


His plan had gone awry, but Sarad counted it as a success
nevertheless. Killing the queen had not been his goal. He needed her alive—for
now. Rather, it was his design to implicate the emissaries in a conspiracy against
Galacia, thereby weakening the queen’s position. Certain members of the council
would be quick to point out that Eithne couldn’t protect herself let alone the
kingdom, and that she had been grossly remiss in opening up Galacia to the
Ittamar. God alone knew what other trouble they could wreak, now that they had
learned the secrets of the Capital and its defenses.


To that end he had achieved his aim. Stepping in with a
display of daring heroics was merely cream on the honey-cake. As it was, word
of his blessings, healings, and skills as a counselor had spread through Peidra
and his renown had grown by magnitudes in the eyes of the commoners and gentry
alike. In a few short months he had become one of the most popular Prelates of
the last century, and the latest rumor professed that he was favored by the One
God himself. After his gallantry tonight—sundering a savage’s axe with his bare
hand, armed with naught but his faith—he should rightly have been the toast of
the town.


Then enter the vexing Elias Duana and his cohorts. Doubtless
he had still stuck another feather in his cap, for the confounded courtiers
could not decide who to rest their eyes on—him or the Marshal. Yet, instead of
the singular hero of the day, his intervention had come as an afterthought. There
was a new celebrity in town and aside from giving the ever hungry gossips a juicy
new piece of meat to sink their teeth into, the incipient upstart threatened to
undermine decades of planning on his and his masters’ part. And his masters did
not take kindly to failure.


Sarad burned holes in the back of Duana’s head, occupied
with his dark musings, largely unaware of the commotion in the great hall.


Now that the danger had been averted, the chamber erupted
into bedlam. A woman screamed. Several courtiers ran toward the doors, which
the royal guards warded with naked steel and vehement orders. Oberon screamed,
“The Northerners have betrayed us! Seize them!” Someone else: “Take them now!”


Eithne recovered her equilibrium, swallowing her heart,
which had been in her throat, and stood. “Wait!” she cried, “Peace!” but her
voice was drowned out by the discordant din of voices.


Elias, who feared a lynching, brandished his blade and
scurried over the table, for the mob and guardsmen alike pressed in on the
queen’s table and blocked his path. The emissaries raised empty hands above
blanched faces, frantically watching the curtain of steel drawing close around
them.


The guard posted at the queen’s table stayed their hands but
cast their eyes about, nearly as panicked as the Northerners, awaiting
affirmation or new orders, all the while resisting the pressing mob, which was
a battle they were beginning to lose.


“What are you waiting for?” Ogressa growled as he drew a
bejeweled rapier that looked more ceremonial than functional. With his beady
eyes drawn into a squint and his plump lips curled in a snarl between his
fleshy jowls he looked like a ravening bulldog come to feast.


“Take them!” Oberon screamed and pressed close to his ally, dueling
saber in hand.


“Belay that order!” Elias roared and raised his sword which
hummed and emitted a blue halo of light. His voice rang out across the room
with preternatural clarity and echoed off the marble walls with resounding
command. “Attend your queen.”


The throng, cowed by Elias’s arcane display, quieted enough
for Eithne to make herself heard. “Stand down, Whiteshields, Redshields,” she
said. “These men are unarmed and outnumbered and pose little threat. What we
need now are answers, not butchery.”


“Please, my Queen,” said Agnar Vundi in his most supplicant
tone, “may I address you?”


Eithne glanced at Ogden, who shrugged his eyebrows. “You
may,” she said, “but choose your words carefully.”


“I am aware of how...incriminating this looks, but you must
believe me—I beg you!—we had nothing to do with this. It is a scheme, a
conspiracy, to undermine these negotiations. Surely we wouldn’t be so foolish
as to strike in the open like this! It is folly!”


“He lies!” Oberon cried, with the majority of the court quick
to shout their agreement.


Eithne knew that her people were frightened, and, as her
father had taught her, frightened people could not be reasoned with. Fear was
not an emotion that her courtiers were familiar with, and they hungered for
requital.


“Silence,” said the queen. “You will all have an opportunity
to speak, but now is not the time.” She turned to the tall, fair Whiteshield
that had come to Lar’s aid. “Captain, take these men to their chambers, where
they will remain under lock and key until we can sort this mess out. See that
their person and rooms are thoroughly searched. Make use of Marshal Duana as
you see fit.”


“Yes, Your Highness,” Daryn Blackwell said. He spoke the
names of several of the guard. “You’re with me,” he said. “The rest of you stay
with the queen, and when she retires guard her chambers. I don’t even want
anyone to walk the corridors leading to her rooms unless they have the express
permission of the queen or myself. Is that clear?”


“Aye, sir!” They said as one.


“This is preposterous,” said a red faced Oberon. “The
council should be participating in this investigation, not some greenhorn, backwater
lawman sworn in a day ago.”


“You forget yourself, Lord Oberon. I do not owe you an
explanation, nor do you require one. Marshal Duana saved the life of his queen
tonight, and that more than qualifies him to take part in this investigation. I
did not see you eager to cross swords with the assassins.”


Eithne turned from Oberon with a contemptuous snort. “Captain,
Marshal, you have your orders. Ogden, Bryn, you’re with me.”


Without a further word the queen swept from the great hall sparing
not so much as a look behind.









Chapter 18


The House That Shall Not Be Named


The rest of the night passed without incident, and the
knock at the door that Elias, largely sleepless in his sheets, had been waiting
for, did not come until morning.


He followed a grim Redshield to the queen’s private audience
chamber. Eithne, Ogden, Phinneas and Bryn awaited him at an ovular table. The
queen sat on one side with her steward while Bryn and the doctor took the
other.


Elias sat next to Bryn and said, “Where are Lar and Danica?”


“They will be along shortly, son,” Ogden replied. “Phinneas
here was knocking at my door at first light. He’s filled me in on the events of
last few weeks. The two of us wished a word with you alone.”


“Alone?” asked Elias as he glanced at Bryn and the queen.


Ogden shrugged his eyebrows. “This conversation concerns
House Denar, and I’m not often in the habit of keeping matters of this
magnitude from my queen.”


“Indeed,” Eithne said a little hotly and shot a pointed
glance at Ogden, but Elias let her comment pass—he had enough on his mind at
present. “Firstly, Elias, we wished to thank you for your heroics last night. It
would seem that my cousin was right about you. Even so, you can well imagine my
surprise that you alone sensed a plot against my person, but, as Phinneas and
Ogden have been good enough to explain, there is a cogent if unusual reason for
that.”


Elias knew he was among friends, but he felt like he was on
the hot seat nonetheless. “I have a feeling that this isn’t about a
commendation, so kindly enlighten me.”


The queen smiled. “It would seem you are as brash as you are
fearless, but that is just as well. We haven’t time for posturing and innuendo.
I may not know what you’re about, Elias Duana, but you’re a new addition, which
means you are all but certainly not a conspirator in the plot against the
crown, which makes you a better candidate for a confidant than the other
members of my court.”


The queen’s smile turned wry. “Ogden, say your piece so that
we can get on with our private council. The business of running a kingdom
awaits, secret cabals and assassination conspiracies notwithstanding.”


Ogden and Phinneas exchanged glances. The queen’s advisor
nodded at Phinneas who said, “We wish to discuss your training, Elias. As a
wizard.”


Elias barked an involuntary, gruff laugh. A private meeting
with the queen and her advisors had promised a more heady subject matter than
his conscription into the wizard’s academy or whatever it was they had planned
for him and his magical sword. As it was, the events of last night had left him
overwhelmed to the point of feeling numb. He had felt like he had been outside
his body since the bizarre skirmish in the great hall.


“We’ve been over this, Doctor,” Elias said. “After the
things I’ve seen I’ve come to realize that my father was right to curtail my
interest in the arcane. I have difficulties in spades, and neither the time nor
the inclination to take up magic. We’ve a den of fox to catch.”


“Circumstances have changed, Elias,” Ogden said. “After
speaking with the doctor it is my belief that it’s irresponsible for you not to
be trained.”


“Speak plainly,” Elias sighed. “I beg you.”


“Very well. After your display last night and having spoken
with Phinneas at length, it is clear that you, my boy, are an Innate,” Ogden
said.


“Ogden, with respect, it is the power of the sword, which is
more than enough for me to handle at the moment.” Elias pulled up his sleeve. “This
thing branded me. Somehow it and I are connected. The brands are what warned me
of trouble and the blade had magic stored it—all I did was release it.” Elias
picked up the red scabbarded sword, which he had rested against the table. “Slade
came halfway across the country hunting for this. Why he would go to such
trouble for a sword is the question we should be asking. Any power you think I
have comes from it, not me. I don’t even know what an Innate is.”


“Point taken,” Ogden said, “and we certainly plan to take a
good look at your sword, but your gift doesn’t spring from the enchanted steel,
though it may in some way amplify your natural abilities. In the time I knew
your father, I never saw him do anything remotely like you did with that sword,
and he was far from a stranger to the arcane.


“You are an Innate, son—a person that has a natural ability
to manipulate magical forces. Any arcanist can see that in your aura, plain as
day. Yours is a rare, and dangerous, gift.”


Elias sat forward, his eyes alight with curiosity despite
himself. “I don’t follow you. All wizards manipulate magical forces.”


“True,” Ogden said, “but the majority of wizards learn to
manipulate magic through years of study. They painstakingly learn exercises to
focus their minds, and then utilize incantations, rituals, or formula to
channel magic. Others, like necromancers, traffic with demons and spirits to
gain mastery over the arcane. An Innate such as yourself does not require these
methods to bend the forces of magic to your will, rather, magic lives within
you. Both you and your sister were born with the ability to channel magic
through a focused force of will alone, sparing you the need for ritual and
incantation. In the distant past those like you were considered the true
arcanists, while all others were pretenders.”


Elias’s mind reeled. “Huh. You know, my father told me
shortly before his death that magic is shaped by an arcanist’s creativity,
will, and expectations, and that incantation and ritual was chiefly a way to
focus the mind, hone intention, or even a crutch.”


Phinneas exchanged glances with Ogden and smiled. “Your
father always had interesting views on magic,” Phinneas said. “Perhaps he was
right, or, at the least, his theories were right for him. Each wizard, and his
gift, is different.”


Elias thought this over. “It seems that the Innate has it
easier than other wizards.”


“Yes and no,” Ogden said, his expression at once grave. “The
Innate still requires a tremendous amount of training to focus his mind and
learn how to tap into his natural abilities and to manipulate the energetic
forces that are all around us. And unlike other arcanists who choose when to
utilize their powers, for example to detect magic or sense the presence of an
intruder, an Innate can never fully turn off their powers—they are always
active, to an extent.”


Elias threw up his hands. “See, there you have it. I don’t
have the gift. If I was an Innate, surely these powers would have manifested by
now.”


Ogden exchanged glances with Phinneas who said, “For better
or worse, and whether you like it or not, you have been activated so to speak,
and now your gift will manifest regardless of your feelings on the matter.”


Elias grew alarmed by the gravity in Phinneas’s bearing. “Activated?
But how? Why now?”


“Your recent exposure to the arcane, either from that sword
or your encounter with Slade has awakened your latent abilities,” Phinneas
said. “But if you take time to think about it, your gift has always been there,
just below the surface, making its self known now and again.”


“I’m sure that I don’t know what you mean.”


“I’ve known you since the day you were born, and you were
always an uncanny child. Even now you are able to sense the thoughts and
emotions of others, if on an unconscious level. You instinctually know who to
befriend and who to steer clear of. It is your intuition guiding you. You sense
when danger is imminent, like when you pushed your father out of the way
because you thought that barrel of knoll was going to fall on him from the
fifth level of the rick-house. There was no way you could see the crack in the
rick-beam. So how did you know it was going to fall?”


Elias had no answer for the doctor. His mouth had grown dry.


“Your powers will begin to show themselves whether you want
them to or not,” Ogden said. “If you can’t find an outlet for the spark of the
arcane that has begun to burn in you it will manifest itself in a variety of
unpleasant ways.”


“You must learn to control your powers,” Phinneas said. “Otherwise,
you could find yourself suffering from headaches, troubled sleep, violent mood
swings, loss of appetite—a host of unpleasant side effects.”


“You seem to know a lot about this for someone who professes
to be a classically trained physician with a couple of tricks up his sleeve,”
Elias remarked.


“One of my patients suffered from these side-effects,”
Phinneas said slowly. “Your Mother, Elias.”


Elias leaned forward. “What?” he hissed.


“Your mother was the most talented sorceress I have ever
seen,” the doctor said. “She learned to control her powers to the best of her
ability, but ultimately I feel they were the cause of her death.”


Elias, stunned, looked from Phinneas to Ogden, shaking his
head, unable to formulate a response. Ogden said quietly, “Edora was like a
bonfire to a candle in comparison to other practitioners of the arcane, myself
included.”


“You knew my mother?”


“Very well,” Ogden replied. “She was once my student.”


Elias looked at Ogden as if seeing him for the first time. He
was so caught up in the conversation and defending his position that he hadn’t
paused to consider how the sagacious old advisor knew so much about the arcane.
“Ogden, you’re a wizard?” he asked weakly. He turned to Bryn. “You didn’t tell
me that.”


The queen harrumphed and her earlier remark became clear to
Elias. “That would be because she didn’t know, nor did her queen,” Eithne said.


Elias looked at the queen and decided that she looked more
irked than angry, so he decided to dig a little deeper. “Oh, how’s that?”


Ogden spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “As
Eithne’s father was fond of saying, the wise falcon conceals his talons. I am
not publically known as a wizard because I belong to an order that prefers its
members to come and go with anonymity.”


“I didn’t realize that your queen counted as the public,”
Eithne said.


“I had planned to tell you eventually, child. I just
couldn’t seem to find the right time, and I knew it would lead to that other
business. The order had made the decision to reveal ourselves to you,
eventually. We deemed you trustworthy.”


“Trustworthy?” The queen glared at him. Bryn took one look
at her expression and burst out laughing. Her good humor proved contagious and
Eithne found herself grinning despite herself. “This is no laughing matter!”
she managed. “I am your rightful monarch!” This only spurned Bryn who laughed
all the harder, while Phinneas watched the interchange with a bemused
expression.


Elias continued to shake his head. He waited for the ribbing
to cease and then said, “I’ve had enough riddles and half-truths for a
lifetime. Ogden, what was your relationship to my father? And what is this
order of which you speak?”


“Your parents and I belonged to a clandestine order, a kind
of secret brotherhood,” Odgen said. “We call ourselves simply the Sentinels.
Your mother saw potential in your father and sponsored him into our sect. That
was how your father and I met.”


Elias turned to the doctor. “Phinneas, I was told you
introduced my parents. That my mother was the youngest daughter of an
inconsequential noble house that didn’t approve of her marrying my father.”


“She was, and I did,” the doctor replied. “The portion of
the story that was untold is that I met your mother in the Sentinels and
introduced her to your father because I wanted her opinion on him.”


“You too?” Elias groaned.


“Indeed,” said Eithne. “Anyone else I should be aware of?”


“Some few colleagues from the University, and Arcalum. We
have operatives in the Red, White, and Blackshields,” Ogden said blandly, “Miss
Gafferty—”


“—the cook?!” Eithne cried.


“Don’t look so alarmed, child, she has detected five
attempts to poison you in the last year alone. Your uncle Josua.” Ogden made a
dismissive gesture with his hand. “Some few more.”


“Josua? Good God, man!”


Ogden shot Eithne an exasperated look. “Well, we need a man
on the council, don’t we?”


Bryn poured a glass of water and offered it to her flustered
cousin. Eithne took a deep draught. “Is it too early for wine?” she asked.


“Kindly fill me in, why don’t you,” Elias said. “What are
the Sentinels?”


“We are a utilitarian organization,” Ogden said, “the
watchdogs of the realm, if you will, secreted away from the public eye and thus
the meddling of bureaucrats, which is precisely why we keet it so exclusive. Well
that and the fact that we guard dangerous and terrible secrets.


“The Sentinels have existed in some fashion or another since
the reign of King Mathias who banished the Seventh House. The name of the
Seventh house has been lost to the annals of history, with some help from us. That
forgotten House is named Senestrati.”


“Senestrati,” Elias said, testing the sound of the name in
his mouth. He fixed his eyes on Phinneas. “The word the assassin said in
Abbington.”


Phinneas looked at his hands. “I am sorry I kept this from
you, Elias, but this is bigger than us. The Sentinels adhere to a strict code,
and that is precisely why we have remained secret for so long. I had to speak
with Ogden first, as he is the head of our order.”


“Surely, you could have made an exception with me?”


Phinneas looked up at Elias. “If I had my way you still
wouldn’t know.”


“Phinneas,” said Elias, taken aback, “how could you say such
a thing to me?”


“It’s not that I don’t trust you—of course I do. I would
keep you in the dark about this for the same reason your father hid your
abilities from you—because I would protect you. Like your father, I would spare
you from this world, for it is more than a little dangerous, and truth be told
it is not a pleasant life. That is why your parents left the Sentinels, because
it is no environment in which to raise a family, and that is why I never had
one. Yet, despite their best efforts, your parents could not escape that life,
try as they might. Eventually, it caught up to them.


“But after speaking with Ogden I came to realize that fate
has moved our hand, and with your powers activating we had no choice but to
take you into the fold.”


Elias laid a hand over Phinneas’s. “I never knew the burden
you carried, or my father. I think I understand him better now.”


A silence fell over the room. Elias’s words had struck a
cord with Eithne and, following his lead, she took Ogden’s gnarled hand in her
own. The Steward looked suddenly weary as he offered his queen a wan smile. “You
did what you felt you must, old friend,” Eithne said gently. “I am not cross
with you.”


“So,” said Bryn, breaking the silence, “the Sentinels were
formed as a response to House Senestrati?”


“I would recommend not speaking that name aloud,” Ogden
warned. “I’ve warded this room, so we are safe, but the Scarlet Hand is ever
vigilant for their masters and command powers most profane. Fortunately, the
Sentinels are vigilant as well. The forgotten house vowed that they would one
day find a way to break the enchantment that has kept them from our lands. Thus
the Sentinels were formed, in part, because the founders of the sect saw the
damage that could be done if one of the ruling families fell prey to their
thirst for power, thereby necessitating a hidden body that could circumvent the
trappings of the bureaucracy and act in the benefit of the greater good, and in
part as counter to the Senestrati, to await the day of their return and prepare
for its coming.


It seems that day may soon be upon us.”


“How could they manage to break the spell that has kept them
banished for so long?” Elias asked.


“That,” replied Ogden, “I do not know. What I do know is
that the signs that their agents have been sweeping through our lands have
increased in recent years and months. Although those of the Senestrati
bloodline cannot pass our borders their acolytes can. Nevertheless, their
minions are not to be trifled with as they have been gifted the secret of their
masters’ fell powers.”


“The Scarlet Hand.”


“Just so,” Ogden said, “but before we get into that let’s
bring your sister in, for this concerns her as well. The two of you are the
only ones that have encountered the Scarlet Hand and lived to tell the tale. But
first, we need to return to the subject of teaching you to control your gift.”


“Marshal, I can ill afford a powder keg walking around
Lucerne right now,” Eithne said, not unkindly. “When I appointed you, I had
assumed you would tarry at court for a bit and then accept a commission
somewhere closer to your home. I appointed you mostly as a courtesy, truth be
told, but after last night I am aware more now than ever that I need all the
allies I can muster, and while you have certainly proven yourself, you must
abide us on this. Ogden and Bryn are willing to vouch for you and your friends,
and that is enough for me, but I require you to work with them, under their
auspices. I am afraid this is nonnegotiable. Do you accept these terms—all of
them?”


Elias studied the queen, and then his eyes went to Ogden. He
took in the old wizard’s frank expression, his raised eyebrows, and the wizened
age lines spiderwebbing at the corners of his sharp, penetrating blue eyes. Perhaps
it was nothing more than sentimentality, the fact that he had known his father,
but Elias found that he trusted the old Steward.


“Yes,” Elias said at last, “I will accept these terms, Your
Grace.”


“I am pleased, Marshal,” said the queen.


Ogden and Bryn exchanged looks, the former exhaling a sigh
of relief, while the latter relaxed visibly. Elias smiled thinly. He
appreciated the time and faith they had placed in him. Yet surely they put too
much stock in him. He’d felt he was in over his head since first taking up his
father’s sword, but the specters of Padraic and Asa had continued to propel him
forward, filling him with a need to find peace and make sense of their deaths.


With the subject at hand settled, Danica and Lar were
summoned and brought up to date on House Senestrati, the Sentinels, and Elias’s
imminent training. Danica took this all in stride saying, “I suppose one secret
society demands another.” Elias knew her reaction shouldn’t surprise him—nothing
ever seemed to rattle Danica.


After Ogden and Phinneas finished briefing her, Danica asked,
“Is my wizard’s training to continue too?”


“Yes,” said Phinneas, “but given the tilt of your powers,
and background as a healer, I will train you. In any case, one pupil each is
enough for old men like us.”


This made perfect sense to Danica, who nodded absently to
herself, her intrepid mind already formulating new inquires. “What I don’t
understand is why now? What has changed in the last couple of years that the
House-that-shall-not-be-named is on the precipice of returning?”


“That is the question upon which all of our lives and the
fate of Galacia rests,” said Ogden. “Sentinel legend holds that a millennia ago
King Mathias of House Denar, one of the original wizard-kings of this land,
bound the seventh house by means of a geas, which is a powerful enchantment
that compels the recipient, upon pain of death or worse, to fulfill the terms
and stipulations set forth by the wizard. A geas is typically a magical pact or
contract between two individuals, or a wizard and a familiar, spirit, or demon,
and thus is usually the province of the necromancer. However, uncommonly
powerful arcanists of the previous ages were reputed to have the ability to
compel victims to a geas without their consent. How Mathias managed to do so to
an entire bloodline is beyond us, and he left no record as to how he managed
the feat.”


A silence fell over the audience chamber as the gravity of
Ogden’s words settled upon each of them.


“How exactly does the Scarlet Hand fit in to the equation?”
Danica asked. “They are the seventh house’s servants?”


“It is a good deal more complicated than that,” Ogden
replied. He sat back, folded his hands over his chest.


“The Scarlet Hand is House Senestrati’s arm, and a long
reaching one at that, as there are cabals of this secret enemy in every kingdom
across the continent of Agia. The Hand is a clandestine sorcerer-assassin
fraternity, loyal to the cursed house through the dark covenant. Performing the
will of the seventh house is the price the Hand pays for the dark gift, the
unimaginable and terrible power of necromancy.


“None know how many scions of the seventh house have
endured, for it is written that their unnatural obsession with the dark arts
has rendered them sterile, but the recipients of their covenant have long
nettled the free peoples of Agia, seeking a method to break the geas that binds
their masters and opening doors to secure their eventual return. Some have
conjectured that all the descendants of the Senestrati have long ago turned to
dust, but that their shades roam the lands still, bound to the earth by their
hate and appetite for revenge, appearing to those who would seek the benighted
path and bestowing upon them the dark gift. In any case, through the Scarlet
Hand has House Senestrati passed on its legacy of necromancy and the arts of the
assassin.


“These Handsmen, as they call themselves within their
fraternity, travel Agia in five man cohorts, or Hands.”


“Five fingers in a hand,” said Lar. “Clever.”


“Yes, thank-you Master Fletcher,” Ogden said, raising his
prodigious eyebrows with a bemused smirk.


“How else does the Hand occupy itself when it’s not seeking
a way to free its masters?” Elias asked.


Ogden pressed his lips together in a grim parody of a smile.
“Oh, plenty, son. They undermine the free governments of Agia as they see fit,
seek ancient lore and artifacts.” He shot Elias a pointed, but not unkind look.
“And they accept assassination contracts as it suits them.”


“By the One God’s britches,” Lar swore, “what are we up
against?”


“It’s not as hopeless as you fear,” Phinneas said. “The Hand
does not go merrily through the lands unopposed. The Sentinels have eyes
everywhere.”


“And, for better or worse, and whether you wish it or not,”
Ogden said, “you’re all Sentinels now. Fate crossed your paths with that of the
Scarlet Hand, and you were thus exposed to knowledge and secrets that few are
privy to. According to Sentinel canon, once someone stumbles upon our sect
there are only two responses, and one of them is initiation, providing the
person is trustworthy.”


“And the other is what exactly?” Danica asked. “Death?”


“No, no,” Phinneas said quickly. “We’d wipe your mind of the
memories that pertain to subject matter we deemed sensitive.”


Danica looked hard at Phinneas. “You’re serious. Bloody
hell.”


“It’s not a procedure without its risks, but I am rather
skilled in such techniques,” Phinneas replied. “Among other things I studied
hypnotherapy at the Academy. My skills in this area was one of the main reasons
Ogden recruited me.”


“That’s all I need to know,” said a pale Lar. “We’re all Sentinels
now. Good. Happy to be aboard.”


“Just shiny.” Danica sighed. “Us against the world, then. So,
now what?”


The topic of conversation turned to the events of the previous
night. Eithne summoned a brunch of sweetbread, cheese, grapes, and sausages as
they discussed their next course of action.


Elias shared his thoughts on the innocence of the Ittamarian
delegates. Ogden agreed, saying that the Ittamar were ill equipped to fight a
war, which was the only logical outcome of a public assassination attempt,
regardless of whether it succeeded or not. It made little sense that the
Ittamar would choose such a tactic. The chief aim of the haphazard attempt on the
queen’s life, Ogden suggested, was likely to sow dissent amongst the court, an
end to which it had succeeded admirably, and was a contrivance more in keeping
with the Scarlet Hand’s methods than the Ittamar.


The party conceded to this line of reasoning, more so when Elias
explained the function of his father’s shield. Elias performed a brief
demonstration to Ogden’s delight, who exhibited a childlike curiosity in the
talisman. “Your father had more secrets than I imagined,” he remarked.


“So,” said Eithne as she popped a grape into her mouth, “we
have agreed it probable that Agnar and his men are innocent, the Scarlet Hand
being the obvious culprit, but the question remains what to do now?”


Elias felt the weight of Eithne’s hazel eyes. “We have few
leads to follow,” he said. “The three assassins are dead and left us with no
clue as to their identity. All of the household staff assigned to the banquet
have been questioned by the Redshields, under Blackwell’s order. No one claims
to have seen anything.”


“The assassins stole past a palace full of guards,
courtiers, and servants with no one the wiser,” Eithne said. “They must have
had help from the inside. It’s the only explanation.”


“Agreed,” said Elias. “Or they had the possession of some
magic that allowed them to access the palace unseen.”


“That is unlikely,” Ogden said. “The Sentinels have set and
maintained many wards around the palace. If there was a foreign magic they
should have alerted us.”


“Should have,” Elias countered, “but we’re dealing with
practitioners of the arcane we admittedly know very little about. Have you
checked the status of all the wards, Ogden?”


Ogden spread his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I
haven’t, no.”


“Ogden, I want you and Phinneas to check all of the wards
and safeguards that the Sentinels have placed on the palace and grounds and see
if there is anything amiss,” said the queen. “Elias, I think you ought to
question all of the household staff that were on duty yesterday, including the Red
and Whiteshields. Someone must have noticed something, however small. Bryn, as
you are familiar with the palace and the usual suspects, I want you to
accompany Elias.”


“Surely,” said Bryn. “As to whether magic played a role in
the attack, I can definitely say yes.”


“How’s this?” asked Ogden. “I didn’t sense the presence of
another wizard.”


“I had that assassin hobbled and dead to rights. Then an
invisible force grappled me and dragged me halfway across the floor, and the
assassin with me. That man couldn’t have walked if he wanted to—I cut right
through his hamstring.”


“The assassin was also an arcanist?” Ogden asked, stymied.


“I think not,” said Bryn. “The assassin was dragged along
with the same force and handled it no better than I.” Bryn shivered despite
herself. “That and I looked him right in the face as he fell on me. He was
completely expressionless and his eyes…his eyes were empty. Like the eyes of a
dead man. Whoever cast that spell it wasn’t him. There was a fourth
conspirator. I alerted Blackwell and searched the palace with a couple of Whiteshields
I knew I could trust, but found nothing.”


Ogden’s brow furrowed. “Odd that I didn’t sense anything. This
is even more troubling than I had thought. It has to be the Hand at work. There’s
no other explanation.”


“Quite,” said Bryn. “If it weren’t for the Prelate of all
people, and Elias’s ready sword, I’d be as dead as the assassins.”


“I had forgotten about that,” said Eithne, “what with all
the excitement. Rumor is the One God has gifted the Prelate with extraordinary
powers, but frankly, I figured it was merely the handiwork of the gossips. Yet
he is clearly blessed like the prophets of old with the capacity for miraculous
feats.”


Elias made a grunt in his throat. “You have something to
add, Elias?” asked the queen.


Elias leaned back in this chair and rubbed a hand over his
face. “I don’t know if I’ve just grown paranoid, but for some reason that
fellow left a sour taste in my mouth.”


“The Prelate?” said Eithne, taken aback. “He is known for
being quite charismatic and personable for a man of his station. I have had
many interactions with him and found him to be a charming man. Most eligible
ladies at court bemoan the fact that he is a cleric.”


“There’s something about that man that I don’t trust. When
he said pleased to meet you, my badge grew warm. He lied.”


“That is curious,” Eithne replied, “but I must confess that
him being unpleased to meet you can hardly be considered incriminating
behavior. Perhaps he just doesn’t care for men at arms, being a pacifist by
vocation.”


“You’re probably right,” Elias said begrudgingly. “Suppose I’m
a little edgy is all.”


“What of Lar and I?” asked Danica. “What’s the assignment of
the two newest Sentinels?”


Eithne studied her for a beat. “Four newcomers to the court
are bound to have caused quite the stir. If I’m not mistaken Danica, your sharp
tongue will make you a natural at the game of courtly intrigue. I want you to
try to make some new acquaintances among the courtiers. Keep them occupied and
give them something else to focus their attention on. See what you can learn
from their wagging tongues. As for you, Lar—a lady of bearing never goes
unescorted. Stick with Danica and keep an eye on her, and see if you can’t make
some friends among the men of court.”


“If there is nothing else, then,” said the queen, “I declare
this audience at an end.” Eithne waited, timing the seconds with the beating of
her heart, as the nascent Sentinels looked around the table at each other,
determined to a man, and grave. “Very well. You have your assignments. We’ll
reconvene tomorrow to discuss our progress.”


The queen stood, but paused as she walked away, turning to
look over a shoulder. “And be sure to watch your backs.”









Chapter 19


Signs and Portents


“What have you learned?” Sarad asked.


Talinus alighted and tucked his leathery, batlike wings
behind his shoulders. “Not much, my Lord,” he said. His upper lip curled over
his needlelike teeth in a grimace. “The queen took council with the Marshal,
his party, and Ogden in her private audience chambers, but the room was warded
with the deep magic and I could not sneak in, nor scry their conversation. Through
my sources, however, I have discovered that the Marshal suspects the delegates
to be innocent. His senses are keen.”


“Spare me your editorializing, imp,” Sarad snapped. “What
else? Is there word of me, and the display of my powers at the banquet?”


“Indeed. Surprise as you might guess, but most look on you favorably,
though some are unsettled. Your staunch supporters—the recipients of your sacrament—are
both quick and liberal with their praise. For the faithful, your miraculous
display merely confirms what they have supposed—that the Prelate is favored by
God himself. Better yet, it convinces them that the Ittamar are savages not to
be trusted, for even God resists them.


“But most of the gossips are fixated on the Marshal and his
daring heroics. He saved the queen single-handedly, you know. How did he detect
danger before anyone else? Did you know he’s a wizard? And so forth.” Talinus
barked a short laugh. “You wouldn’t believe how many different rumors on his
origin are going around. Why, one such—”


“Enough!” Sarad hissed. “I’ve heard enough chatter about
this Elias Duana myself!” Sarad glared at his familiar, and detected smugness
in the twist of his lips and mirth dancing in the glint of his demonic eye.


Talinus sketched a deep bow and said, “Yes, my master, as
you wish. I live but to serve.”


Sarad flicked his wrist casually and, through the geas that
bound the imp to him, flung Talinus against the wall. “We will have to strike,
and soon,” Sarad said more to himself than his familiar. “Though it is yet
early to make our move, I cannot allow Duana to consolidate his power, or worse
yet discover us. How long will it take to summon all of our retainers in
Galacia?”


Talinus made a sound in his throat, half purr and half
growl, as he pulled himself from the floor. “At least a fortnight, my Lord.”


“Do it.”


Talinus pulled his squat, muscular form from the floor and a
wide, toothy grin erupted across his bestial features. “As you wish, Master.”


†


“I just don’t trust him,” Elias said.


“He’s the bloody Prelate!” Bryn said as she pulled the
curtain aside. “Here, this seems a likely place for an assassin to hide.”


Elias nodded to a cook who puffed on a cigarette in the
deserted servant’s hall. The man peered at Elias with wide eyes and then looked
to his cigarette. Elias shrugged, and with a motion of his head told the cook
to scram. He hadn’t come to harry kitchen workers sneaking a smoke in the
deserted tract that linked the great hall and the kitchens.


Elias crouched and examined the floor and alcove behind the
red swath of cloth. “There’s something about him that rubs me the wrong way. Why
isn’t anyone else alarmed that the man broke a confounded axe with his bare
hand? Does no one find this strange? It doesn’t seem the kind of thing normally
found in a cleric’s bag of tricks.”


“Peace, Marshal,” Bryn said with an easy grin. “There hasn’t
been a priest who could manage such a feat in my lifetime, or my father’s
father for that matter.” She tossed her auburn locks over a shoulder and sat on
her haunches beside Elias. “But in the days of old—as you might know if you
read the One Book—holy men were said capable of such miracles. Perhaps the
Prelate is a modern day saint.”


“Or a wizard pretending to be cleric.”


“Elias, we have bigger rats to catch. Truth be told, folk
are more interested in your miraculous feats. The Prelate’s been granting
blessings and participating in healings for some time now, since he was a Hierarch.
Many have seen a visible manifestation of the divine when he prays. Maybe he is
favored by God.”


Elias placed a hand on Bryn’s wrist. She turned to meet his
eyes. “Do you know that feeling you get when someone uses magic, that tingling
up the spine?”


“No,” she replied and looked at his hand, taken aback by the
familiar gesture from a man that had been nothing but stiff and reserved since
she had met him, that and the serious look in his eyes. “I use a cantrip to
detect the presence of the arcane and view auras. Most of the magic I know is
utilitarian spells learned from tutors from Arcalum.”


Elias frowned. “Whenever I’ve been in the presence of magic,
since all this began, I experience a sensation like pins-and-needles. I felt
that when the Prelate turned that axe, and before the assassins barged in. This
time the runes on my arm grew hot as well.”


“Maybe your instincts, or your sword’s enchantment, react
the same way to the divine?” Bryn sounded about as convinced as she felt—not
very.


Elias rose and sighed deeply. He realized that he still held
Bryn’s creamy, elegant wrist in his hand and that he stood a little too close
to her. His heart quickened, but then he thought of Asa and a stabbing pain
shot through it. Elias released his hold on Bryn.


“In the short time I have known you, I have come to value
both your counsel and your instincts.” Bryn’s brow knitted and she glanced over
her shoulder as if expecting an eavesdropper or a ghost. “I will have my contacts
in the Vanguard and the Blackshields keep an eye on the Prelate, just to be
safe. Maybe dig around a little.”


Elias exhaled a deep sigh of relief. “Thank-you.” His solace
turned at once to unease, however, when he heard footsteps clacking down the
granite hall and he became glaringly aware that he and Bryn stood behind a
curtain, huddled like a couple of conspirators. They exchanged a glance and
then crept surreptitiously from the cover of the curtain and confronted...


...the hulking Lar.


Startled, the corn farmer back-peddled and stepped on Phinneas’s
foot. The doctor yelped and in turn stumbled into Ogden.


“Britches!” cried Lar. “You nearly scared the sand right out
of me!” He narrowed his eyes, a peculiar expression stealing over his face. “What
were you two doing back there?”


“Looking for evidence, of course,” Elias said hastily. “We’ve
spent all day yesterday, and the better part of today interviewing the
household staff and guard and no one seems to have noticed anything out of the
ordinary on the night of the banquet, so we decided to make a clean sweep of
the servant’s hall and see if we couldn’t stir up some answers.”


“And did you?” asked Phinneas.


“Not a one,” said Bryn.


“Shouldn’t you be with Danica, Lar?” Elias said. “Watching
her back?”


“I was,” answered the larger man, “but some ladies invited
her to afternoon tea so I’ve been wandering around looking for you ever since.”


“Luckily he wandered into us,” Ogden said. “I think the poor
thing was lost.”


“I’m standing right here!” Lar blustered. “Besides this
palace is bloody huge.”


Elias grinned despite himself. Lar could always put him at
ease. Elias often suspected the oxen Lar had more cunning than he let on. “And
how did you two fare with the wards?”


Ogden’s face fell. “Not well. We’ll talk about it later,
somewhere more private.”


Bryn made a show of looking up and down the empty hall. “A
little paranoid, old man?”


“After what we’ve learned these last few days, I’d rather
err on the side of caution,” Ogden said.


“Very well,” said Elias. “Now what?”


“Time for your very first lesson,” Phinneas said and offered
Elias a broad grin. “We’re going to examine the assassins’ bodies.”


“Perhaps Danica would be more suited to that kind of work,”
Elias said dryly. “I’m not a White Habit, so I don’t see how the lesson would
apply.”


“Think about it, boy,” Phinneas said. “If the assassins were
under the influence of the arcane, as Bryn suggested, what could we expect to
find?”


Elias considered but briefly. “If the assassins were under
an enchantment there may be some sign of it on their person?”


Phinneas’s grin broadened. “Exactly so.”


“But how?” Elias asked.


“Yes,” said Bryn, “please illuminate us.”


“I can see this area of discourse is new to you as well,
Miss Bryn,” Phinneas said a little smugly, but the warm glint in his eyes took
the sting out of it. Bryn’s only response was a well practiced harrumph.


Ogden again peered around the hall uneasily. “Come, let’s
walk. I’ll do my best to explain.” The party began to make their way back
toward the palace proper, with Ogden in the lead. “It is possible there may
some residual magical signature on the northerners corpses,” Ogden said. “It
isn’t anything we could really quantify and present to the court as evidence,
but it could confirm our suspicions, maybe give us a clue as to what type of
magic was used.”


“You can do that?” Lar asked in a hushed tone.


“Perhaps,” Ogden said. “All magic leaves behind an energetic
imprint that arcanists can perceive to a certain extent. This imprint can be
left on solid objects, or even in an entire area depending on the strength of
the magic.”


“Like an aura?” Elias asked.


“Precisely,” Phinneas answered. “A wizard can train himself
to perceive these energetic signatures just as he can perceive a person’s aura.
An enchanted item, like your sword, will have a permanent kind of aura around
it. Arcanists with this ability would instantly know what you were carrying.”


“If we discover such an imprint on the assassins would it
help us track those who were responsible for this?” Elias asked.


“Only if we had another such signature to compare it to,”
Ogden replied. “Mostly we would be able to gauge the strength of the arcanist
and get a feeling for the energy involved. Every wizard’s magic is slightly
different, but the aura of his power is only really perceived as a certain
color or colors and a sense of his power, a unique kind of…” Ogden waved a
hand, “well, feeling. It’s hard to explain. Interpreting these energy patterns
is part science and part art.”


“Hmn,” commented Lar sagaciously, “Ma says that about
cooking.”


Ogden managed to turn his neck about and glare at Lar while
still walking a straight line. He’d have to learn that trick, Elias thought. “So,
if we find one of these energy signatures, we can then compare it other
signatures we may find in the future and thereby track our man?”


“Certainly,” said Ogden, “but more than that, a wizard’s
aura and the energetic imprint of his magic are quite similar, often glaringly
so. In other words, a wizard leaves behind a bit of himself in the magic he
works.”


“So we may be able to identify this wizard if we can compare
his aura to the magical signature he leaves behind?” Elias asked.


“Just so,” Ogden replied. “It’s not always that easy,
though. For one, it’s an imperfect science, and secondly, clever wizards are
often able to mask their aura or alter it.”


“And with this particular arcanist, you were unable to even
sense his presence,” Elias observed.


Ogden stiffened. “If he did completely control the
assassins, however, it would have required a tremendous amount of power. He
wouldn’t be able to utterly hide his tracks. There must be some clue, no matter
how small, that the enemy was among us.”


“And I have no doubt you’ll find it,” said Bryn as they
approached an intersection, “but five’s a crowd and I doubt you’ll need the
extra hand.” She clapped Elias and Lar on the shoulders. “I’ll let you brave
menfolk handle this one. I’ll see what I can stir up elsewhere. Those assassins
came from somewhere, and it wasn’t the front gate.” She offered Elias a wink
and veered off down the other corridor.


“I’ll go with her,” Lar said without missing a beat. “She
may need someone to watch her back.” Without awaiting a reply he scurried down
the hall after Bryn.


“Speaking of, check in on Danica,” Elias called after him.


The three men made their way through the palace proper, the
guard barracks, and into the dungeon where they set about their grim task.


†


Phinneas rifled through the dead man’s tunic before
peeling the half that remained back from the blackened flesh.


Elias watched from what he deemed a safe distance, while
Ogden busied himself with casting a cantrip. The scent of scorched flesh and
the cloying reek of decay filled the small, dim subterranean chamber and made
him feel like he was trapped in a barrow or a charnel house. Elias shivered
despite himself and swallowed the gorge in the back of his throat.


Half of the northman’s naked chest, where Elias’s conjured
flame consumed him, had been transformed into a craggy landscape as pitted and
rugged as the cliffs Peidra sat atop, while on the other half, angry blotches
of lividity strained against the bloated skin.


Cutting a man down in the heat of battle was one thing, but
looking upon ones handiwork later was quite a different matter Elias realized
as he swallowed another mouthful of bile. At once he became incalculably weary,
both bodily and of the entire enterprise. He knew in that moment why his father
had developed his aversion to the sword.


As expected, the pockets were empty of even the smallest of
trifles. These men had carried their weapons and nothing more.


Phinneas examined the cadaver’s chest and nodded to himself.
He produced a pair of scissors from a small black satchel and cut open the
remaining pant leg and examined the flesh there as well. “Come now, Elias,” he
said, “I need your strength. Help me turn him over.” The doctor felt Elias’s
stare and looked up. The lad’s face had taken on a greenish pallor. “It’s not
all that bad, son. It’s just an empty husk now. One gets used to it.” Phinneas
rifled through his bag and retrieved a shallow vial. “Here, spread some of this
paste under your nose. It will help with the smell.”


Elias did as instructed, not trusting himself to speak. Holding
his breath, he took the corpse by its armpit and thigh and helped Phinneas turn
it. Elias found the sight easier to stomach from the back-side, although congealed
blood had pooled under the skin there as well in a ragged pattern of bruises. As
soon as he completed the ghastly task he took an involuntary step back.


Phinneas bent to continue his examination. He brushed aside
the corpse’s nappy yellow hair with the blade of his scissors. Elias heard him
gasp, followed by an excited whisper.


“Look,” the doctor said, “I’ve found something.”


Elias took a cautious step forward and followed Phinneas’s
gaze to the base of the cadaver’s neck. At first he didn’t see anything, so he
drew closer and after a moment he made out a faint sigil drawn in thin white
lines. “I can hardly see it. Is it a burn?”


“Not a burn,” Phinneas replied. “Scar tissue. If blood
hadn’t pooled under the skin from the wound Lar inflicted I likely would have
missed it.”


“Do you know what it is?”


“Haven’t the foggiest clue, but I can tell you what it
isn’t: Ittamarian.”


Elias peered at the sigil, committing it to memory. A
central line, about half as long as his palm, ran vertical and was intersected
by two lines, which ran horizontal, the top one half again as long as the
other. The longer of the horizontal lines was capped with small circles at
either end, while the antapex was capped with a large half-circle. “How was it
drawn?” Elias asked.


“Fell magic,” Ogden said from over Elias’s shoulder. Elias
started, having forgotten the old wizard was there. He retreated and drew in a
couple of steadying breaths. Ogden peered at the corpse with unfocused eyes and
when he spoke his words were drawn out, as if he was in a trance. “There is a
field of negative energy around the corpses the color of a cold hearth. The
concentration is highest around the back of the neck on the spine. It is the
mark of the wizard who bound these men to his will.”


“Bryn was right.” Elias drew closer despite himself,
curiosity trumping disgust. “These men’s wills were not their own.”


“You try, Elias,” Ogden said. “Activate your wizard’s sight.
Let your mind empty and your eyes unfocus. Concentrate on your breath.”


Elias began to protest, but Ogden’s words seemed familiar to
him somehow, as if someone had once said something similar to him long ago. A
tickle ran up his spine. He found himself following Ogden’s instruction and the
room grew dimmer yet. Shadows thickened in rings before his eyes and then
rippled outward. Motes of indigo light danced before his unblinking eyes only
to melt away. Elias felt that he viewed the world through a gauze veil that
made the air seem thicker but everything else insubstantial.


A nimbus of sooty light, like a luminescent smoke, crawled
over the bodies of the dead men, leaking from the base of their skulls. The
smoke whispered a sibilant string of fricatives as it circled them. A pang of
guilt tore through Elias, and as rapidly as he entered the shadowy world that
bordered his own he was ripped from it.


Blame not yourself, for it was you who freed them,
whispered a disembodied voice.


Elias shuddered and he blinked away the vision, and he
wondered if the entire experience was conjured from his imagination. “Did you
hear that?”


Phinneas looked to Ogden, who shook his head. “Hear what?”


“Never mind,” said Elias. “Let’s get the blazes out of
here.”


Ogden placed a hand on Elias’s shoulder as they walked away.
“Don’t get frustrated. It’ll come in time. Come, we’ll finish your lesson
upstairs.”


“Lesson? Now?” Elias managed.


“Yes, now,” said Phinneas around a smile. “When did you
think we’d get down to business? Being a Marshal isn’t all fun and games, don’t
you know.”


Elias thought the good doctor seemed enormously pleased with
himself. He sighed, but made no reply. He had a feeling it was going to be a
long night.









Chapter 20


Behind Closed Doors


Danica stumbled through dark wastes. Obsidian rock
alternately smooth as river stone and jagged as shattered glass sprouted amidst
serpentine gray mists that wound around her legs, through her hair, and down
her lungs like something alive. Something pursued her beyond the scope of her
senses. She couldn’t see it as she looked over her shoulder or hear its step or
smell its fetid breath, but she felt it drawing near, inexorable and
relentless.


She dragged herself over the crest of a stone hill, which
led to a steep decline that was more cliff than hill. Under normal
circumstances she would never brave such a dramatic descent, but she knew the
thing that pursued her could already taste her fear. The black teeth of the
rock drank her blood as she slid down the slope, scoring the tender flesh of
her thighs and buttocks. Her hands became bloody masses as razor rock ribboned
her skin.


She stumbled onward on legs that throbbed with such insistence
that she felt as if her heart had been relocated to her limbs. Somehow she managed
to throw one foot in front of the other in exquisite agony for eternity after
eternity, until even the secret of her name eluded her.


Then, out of the dead landscape, a hole erupted in the
stone desert like the gaping, dagger-toothed maw of a leviathan. She peered
cautiously into its depths and saw a worked staircase winding down into the
womb of the earth. She glanced in all directions and her heart sank. The desert
of stone stretched on without end. There was nowhere else to go, nowhere to
hide. She stepped down into the darkness.


Her progress was difficult, for the steps were easily
four times the size of any she had ever tread before, as if designed for a race
of beings exceptionally long of limb. With icy clarity she became aware that
she might very well be the first human to descend this staircase into the deep.
She could only pray that whatever lay below was less dreadful than what stalked
her above.


The jagged hole above shrank into a pinprick and then
winked out leaving her enveloped in the oppressive weight of utter darkness,
and still the stairs continued. For hours she threw herself down the inhuman
steps, until the air became heavy and cloying. And then she could step no more
and her quivering legs crumbled and she sank to a cold stair the size of a
coffin.


Her breath labored in her lungs and the sickly sweet
scent grew stronger. The thick air pressed around her and she found her control
over her extremities waning. Her head swam, but she forced herself to remain
conscious, for she realized that something loomed over her. She couldn’t see it
in the utter absence of light, but she could feel the weight of soulless eyes
upon her and smell its breath as sweet and repulsive as rotten apples.


“Don’t quit on me yet, love. If you die I can’t hurt you
anymore.”


If possible, her terror magnified. The voice was that of
a man. She had heard those words before, far away in a golden land of summer.


He pressed close, flattening her against the stone, and
she could feel his engorged member pressing against her. A smooth, cool hand
scooped the back of her neck. His mouth caressed her lips. He breathed in,
inhaling something essential from within her. An emptiness blossomed in her
chest.


“Now, in you, I can live again...”


Danica woke slowly. She knew she was in her bed at the
palace, but she couldn’t move. Her eyes seemed to be open, for she could see
the ceiling, but she couldn’t make them roll in their sockets, or move her
limbs. She sensed a presence peering at her, but she could not find the voice
to scream.


She focused on wriggling her fingers and toes. With a gasp
she crashed from the twilight world between sleep and wakefulness. She sat up
and scanned the room, heart in throat. She was alone.


With the dark and terrible visions of her dream already
fading, Danica exhaled and chastised herself for her paranoia. Certainly no
invisible stalker awaited her in her chambers. She threw back her sticky sheets
and padded across the room to the small dining table and poured herself a glass
of wine. She drank deeply.


The cool wind sliding through the open windows enveloped
her, evaporating the beads of sweat that had collected on her skin. She
shivered under the delicious sensation. Her nipples hardened. Actually, she
mused, she felt quite exquisite; her nap had done much to restore her.


She poured another glass of wine, watered this time, and
pondered what to do with herself when a knock came on the door. “Who is it?”
she called out.


“It’s Lar,” a muffled voice said from the other side of the
oak.


“Enter,” she said imperiously.


Lar opened the door ready to offer a greeting but choked on
his words. Danica was clad only in a white shift that clung to the curves of
her body, rendered transparent by her sweat.


“Don’t just stand there,” she said. “Come in.”


He obliged but couldn’t bring himself to meet her eye. “We’ve
taken a break from our search, Bryn and me. I just wanted to stop by and see
how tea went.”


“Afternoon tea around here seems to mean wine and snuff—and
plenty of it. You’ve just caught me sleeping off the effects of my research.”


“So...uh, I see... I guess I’ll be leaving you in peace...”


“You are a strange fellow, Lar,” she said as she closed the
distance between them. “I know you’ve always been sweet on me since we were
children, yet here I am and you won’t even look at me. Odd, no?” Danica felt an
animal hunger steal over her. A portion of her will resisted the
uncharacteristic impulse, but, ultimately, the beast raging inside her won.


She sidled closer yet, until her slick breasts pressed
against him. Lar looked down, ensorcelled by her whimsical green eyes. Her
scent assailed his senses: musky and heady, but with an undercurrent of
something else—something foul.


She pulled his face down to hers and took his bottom lip
between hers, stroking it with her teeth and tongue. Her hands fondled the
muscles of his chest and began unbuttoning his shirt. Her nails raked through
the red-gold hair and pinched his nipples almost savagely. She tore open the
remainder of his shirt and her hands reached down, fumbling with his trousers.


Lar lost himself in the thrills of her flesh, but a warning
chimed deep in his mind. Reluctantly, he pulled himself away from her velvet
tongue and silken hands. He held her at arms-length and peered at her. Something
malevolent lurked in her green eyes, and he shivered despite himself, for the
Danica before him was a stranger. “This isn’t right. Danica this isn’t you.”


The air in the room grew cold with alarming rapidity, and
Lar saw his breath cloud before him. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on
end, and every instinct in his body urged him to flee. Danica’s dark hair
fanned out as if caught in a ghost wind. “Danica, you are like a sister to
me…please…” Lar whispered into the frigid room. Danica cocked her head and her
expression grew less stony and more...human. Her eyes clouded over.


Lar didn’t wait for more of a response but dashed from the
room, slamming the oak door behind him.


†


“How can I be a wizard if I can’t even move a damned marble!”


Ogden looked up from the dusty tome he had been intent upon.
“Try not to get discouraged. Doubt, anger, frustration—these emotions will only
hold you back. You must focus your will, trust in your instincts, to make it
real. Remember, it will take time to cultivate your ability. Repeat the process.
See yourself—”


“Yes, yes, I know Ogden. Visualize myself descending a
staircase, going deeper into myself to find my center,” Elias said with a sigh,
but not unkindly. He stood from the stool he had been sitting on and knuckled
the small of his back. “Phinneas taught Danica the same exercise.”


“Then you realize how much you sound like her,” said the doctor
as he emerged from another room in Ogden’s suite with an armload of books.


Elias opened his mouth to make a retort and then realized
that Phinneas had a point. Instead, he settled for saying, “Are the answers
we’re looking for in there?”


“I hope so,” Phinneas said as he placed the books on Ogden’s
desk. “The dark arts have always been forbidden to us, but we have learned how
to protect ourselves from them. In learning how to defend against fell sorcery,
one learns a little of its practice. These volumes on aegis magic may point us
in the right direction at the least.”


“Yes, The Grimoire Noctum should suffice,” the wizard said. He
muttered to himself as he flipped through the pages. “I know I’ve heard of
something like this before. Ah, Here.” He lay the ponderous tome flat and with
a tap of his finger indicated a sketch of supine figures with sigils drawn on
their bodies. “Here Archis discusses thralls, a magic by which a wizard bends a
man to his will and compels him to act in his service. Archis once encountered
a group of thralls on a journey to Aradur. Look here.”


Ogden hunched over the tome and began to read a passage. “They
fought like the dijin you hear tell of in the ancient tales of this land. They
made nary a cry, oath, or condemnation, nay, not a sound escaped their lips. Their
eyes glistened black, but empty, dead, like the beady orbs of crow. They fought
with utter disregard for themselves and with a brutal, vicious efficiency, yet
they appeared to take no pleasure in it, or experience any emotion at all. They
slew three of my Wardens, being the finest swords in Galacia.”


“Necromancy,” Phinneas said gravely.


Ogden leaned back. His mouth pressed into a thin line. “Without
a doubt. He goes on to describe several symbols drawn on their bodies about the
head and chest.”


Elias took the grimoire in hand and scrutinized the diagrams.
“I thought necromancy had to do with raising the dead and making zombies.”


Ogden laughed. “That is the popular myth. Raising the dead,
as far as my experience has indicated is impossible. Dead is dead. Animating
corpses is one thing, but there is little point to it. Living people are much
more effective combatants and servants. Although the walking dead are creepy,
I’ll give you that. Necromancy has to do in part with the manipulation of the
life force, but primarily in trafficking with spirits and other entities. That’s
where the term is derived. These wizards were interacting with ghosts or with
beings that had passed into the spirit world, so the fraternity of arcanists
began referring to them as necromancers.”


“Have you ever practiced necromancy?” Elias asked.


“God no,” Ogden said as he closed the book. “It is, however,
smart to know ones enemies, and of what they are capable.”


“It is good that you do,” Elias observed. “This passage
suggests that the Ittamar were enchanted, spelled out of their wits. Bryn was
right.”


“Very likely he was present in the great hall, masquerading
as a courtier or servant,” Phinneas said. “We think he was close.”


“You do?” asked Elias.


“It is our best guess,” Ogden said. “I would wager that magic
like this requires the wizard to have his thrall in relatively close proximity
to dominate his will and issue silent commands. It takes formidable power to
utterly control someone’s mind and command them like a puppet. We do not know a
great deal about this type of magic, only tid bits like what I just showed you,
but what accounts we do have suggest that it is no easy task. And a good thing too,
otherwise there would be a great deal more thralls wandering about.”


“It is as we feared,” Elias said. “There are already agents
of the enemy among us.”


“So it would seem,” replied the Wizard.


“Do you think that our findings will be enough to convince
the court?” Elias asked. “We can’t very well reveal to them that you are a
wizard, and I am not a wizard yet.”


Ogden waved a languid hand. “The Crown occasionally calls on
wizards from Arcalum to consult on matters of the arcane when something like
this comes up. I will use my contacts in The Sentinels to elicit the help of a
trustworthy consultant that will come to the same conclusion as we have. As for
the court, many if not most of them will remain unconvinced because the arcane
is intangible to them, but it will give the queen the necessary leverage to
maneuver a bit and forestall those crying for blood. At the least we have
bought ourselves time to locate the genuine perpetrators of this plot against
the crown.”


“Well done, Ogden,” said Elias. The older man arched an
eyebrow and shared a bemused look with Phinneas at being so summarily praised
by his junior. “Now, our primary objective will be to root out this necromancer
and his conspirators.”


“No, my young friend,” said Ogden, “our primary objective at
present is to continue your lesson. Sit down and let’s get to it.”


Elias hadn’t realized he had risen from his stool, so
engaged he had been in the maelstrom of his racing thoughts. He complied with
as much grace as he could manage and spent the better part of the evening listening
as Ogden lectured him on the various nuances of the arcane.


†


Sarad waited a moment before saying, “Enter,” when he
heard the expected knock on the door. He didn’t want to seem over eager.


He looked out the window into a night distorted by
stained-glass and stood with his back to the door. He could feel the presence
of the two men behind him and sense their trepidation. It was not often one
snuck out under cover of night to meet with a clergyman. “Did anyone see you
leave your homes?” he asked without turning to face them.


“No, my Lord,” Ogressa said. “We did as you instructed.”


Oberon turned his head to look at Ogressa. What has Ogressa
gotten himself into that he bestows such an honorific on a priest, even if he
is the Prelate, he thought. “I am not unused to such maneuverings, your
Holiness,” Oberon said with a pointed look at Ogressa. “Although, I must
confess, I am somewhat surprised and more than a little alarmed that you are. What
need does a cleric have of clandestine midnight meetings? Surely there is
nothing so strange about a couple of nobles meeting with the Prelate. You have
not before attempted to hide your myriad friendships with courtiers.”


Sarad turned from the window and fixed his eyes on Oberon. “The
Church has no shortage of enemies, as I’m sure you must guess, and Galacia has
always tolerated the Church but resents any explicit political involvement.”


“I require neither a history lesson, nor one in politics,”
Oberon said. “Why is it you have called us here?”


“Geoffery!” Ogressa protested.


“No, no,” Sarad said, “our good Lord Oberon asks valid
questions. Please have a seat.” Sarad sat and poured tea and waited until the
two other men were situated before he continued. “I have tried to make friends
among the court because these are Godless times and I am charged with upholding
and spreading the One God’s light. I, however, am not skilled in the politics
of government, although the Church has its own kind of internal politics—a game
that, frankly, I had to play to attain this position.


“Our Holy Father in Aradur is concerned about the faith and
what will befall the faithful if Galacia falls once and for all to the savage
north. The Shining One does not want Agia to fall back into an age of darkness
like the polytheistic Ittamar or, worse yet, the Godless denizens of the
Zulbrian continent.”


Oberon frowned. “What is it you mean, Prelate?”


Sarad leaned forward and said quietly. “The Shining One is
prepared to lend the full strength of the Church to Galacia. As Prelate of all
Galacia, it falls to me to see our holy father’s will done. I have been in
correspondence with the Shining One, and he feels, as do I, that the queen is
ill suited to rule this country, that her decisions have endangered all of Gods
children in Agia.”


“It is true that she is not a God-fearing woman,” said
Ogressa. “She refuses to wed and produce an heir, as is her duty, and she does
not keep with the word of the book.”


“The Shining one feels as you do,” Sarad said.


Oberon snorted indignantly. “Pardon me, but so that we’re
clear: The Shining One, the holiest of holies, the Prelate of Prelates, wants
you to perform a coup against the crown of Galacia?”


Sarad sat back and took a sip of his tea, peering at Oberon
over the lip of the cup. “Not in so many words. He has, however, instructed me
to aid those who would choose the righteous path.”


“What aid could you possibly give us that is worth the price
of treason—blessing us and healing our wounds when we come to rot in the
dungeon?”


“I can see you don’t place much faith in the One or his
earthly conduits,” Sarad said mildly.


“I say, Oberon—” Ogressa began before Sarad raised a hand
and favored him with a fatherly, indulgent smile.


“No offense was received, Vachel. Lord Oberon is a cunning
man, a man of the world, which is precisely why we need him. The One God has a
plan and he knows that every man has his place, his role to play. Gentlemen,
the church has at its disposal a sacred order of warriors that could grant you
aid.”


“I thought the Knights Justicar were disbanded decades ago,”
Oberon said, keeping his voice neutral, but unable to conceal his interest.


Sarad set his cup down. “No, not disbanded,” said Sarad, “but
in hiding. The Knights Justicar lay in wait for a time when they are most
sorely needed.”


“I would hardly think overthrowing the crown could be
considered holy work,” Oberon said dryly.


“This isn’t about overthrowing the crown,” Sarad said, a
sudden fire in his dark eyes, “but saving His people, the faithful nations,
from butchery by heathens! As the Scrolls say, by pendant or by pike you
shall see the darkness pushed back.”


“Think of it, Geoff,” Ogressa said, “this could be what
we’re waiting for! This could be our chance.”


Oberon shot Ogressa an arch look. “Be still, Vachel.” Oberon
found himself looking about the chamber despite himself, at once anxious. Thoughts
whirled through his head: Had anyone noticed him slip out the back of his
townhouse; was he followed; could this be a trap?


Sarad read the man with ease. “Be at peace, Lord Oberon. You
are in safe place. This is not the palace. There are no eavesdroppers or
lurking assassins.” Sarad let his power slip into his voice, and reached his
senses into Oberon’s aura. He did not perform any overt enchantment, but sent
Oberon a suggestion, planted the seed of sedition.


Oberon looked openly at the Prelate and considered the man. He
seemed a genuine sort, but in his twenty-five years at court he had learned
that no one is utterly genuine. Even so, for Mirengi to have attained his
position at such a young age he must be either a legitimate, skilled cleric or
else one very cunning son-of-a-crow. Likely both. He quieted the doubtful voice
in his head. Whatever his intention, the Prelate was right—Eithne was ill
suited for the throne. And the Prelate knew as well as he did that if Eithne
did not leave an heir House Oberon would inherit the crown.


“Even with outside swords it wouldn’t be easy,” said Oberon
at last. “The captain of the guard and the Galacian regulars are loyal to the
queen, as is Mycrum who aside from being acting General practically has a
personal army himself.”


“Yet it’s worth looking into,” Ogressa said. “It can be
done.”


“The queen is smarter than you give her credit for,” Oberon
said.


“Still,” Ogressa said, “It can be done. All we have to do is
make it look like the work of the Ittamar.”


“How exactly will we do that?” Oberon said with a raised
eyebrow.


“Leave that to me, and the Justicars,” Sarad said.


Oberon produced a flask from his coat and quaffed a dram of
whiskey. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand in an uncharacteristic
gesture of machismo. “I’d have to take a look at these Knights Justicar.”


“Of course, Lord Oberon,” Sarad said around a crooked smile.
“As it happens the Knights Justicar are en route as we speak.”









Chapter 21


The Hartwood


“I’ve arranged an audience with the Prelate for you,”
Bryn said as she mounted Comet.


Elias paused with his foot in a stirrup. “Are you serious?”


Bryn snorted. “When aren’t I?” When Elias only shot her a
flat look she rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m serious. This afternoon, in fact.”


“You mean today, in the afternoon?”


Bryn rolled her eyes again. “Yes, today, in the afternoon. Hurry
up and get into your saddle, Comet is eager to run.”


“He likes you.” Elias mounted Brand and prodded him into a
gentle trot. “Have your contacts uncovered any intelligence on him?”


“He’s squeaky clean. An orphan in Aradur, he was taken in by
the church and raised at the Citadel. He was pious from day one, because of his
childhood on the streets I suppose. That must be why he moved through the ranks
so quickly. Acolytes can’t swear the faith until sixteen but they say he
memorized the scrolls before ten. He is favored by the Shining One. He and the
holy father share a personal correspondence to this day.”


“Britches,” Elias swore softly.


“That’s not all. According to Church record, he participated
in several potential miracles as a child.


“Oh,” said Elias, feeling more foolish by the moment.


“Once, after giving alms to the poor he was saddened and
went to the chapel in the Citadel and prayed when the other clerics were taking
lunch. The statue of Saint Rosemary wept tears of blood. Another time, he
prayed over a room of plague victims, and the next day the whole lot of them
were fit as fiddles. Some survivors say that they saw a halo around him as he
prayed.”


“I’ve heard enough,” Elias groaned.


“Really, Marshal, provincial types are supposed to more
religious.”


Elias responded by nudging Brand into a gallop and, with a
cry, Bryn followed suit. After they had finished giving the horses their head
they had left the palace grounds behind and approached the Hartwood. Elias reined
Brand in and a moment later Bryn joined him, flushed and nearly out of breath. Elias
decided she looked much better, for despite her affectations to the contrary, the
queen’s cousin was under as much pressure as anyone in the kingdom and it had
begun to show in the carefully painted over bags under her eyes, and a handful
of other individually insignificant signs that would escape the notice of all
but the most observant. Brand, perhaps sensing Elias’s whimsy, nudged Comet and
Bryn turned to face his rider and offered him a small smile.


Elias felt a peculiar tugging in his chest and he snapped
his gaze to the Hartwood. “What’s that?” The familiar tingle crept up his spine
and the markings on his forearm grew warm.


“I didn’t say anything.”


“Let’s go for a walk in the woods,” Elias said, moved by
some inarticulate urge. Without awaiting a response he nudged Brand to the edge
of the treeline, dismounted, and tied the reigns to a drooping maple. Bemused,
Bryn followed suit and found herself trotting after him on a narrow deer path.


“What do you know of this wood?” Elias asked when she caught
up to him.


“As much as anyone, I suppose,” Bryn said. “It’s an ancient wood,
been here for as long as anyone can remember. It’s the only forest for leagues
and leagues. It’s practically all grassland from here to the coast. The next
closest forest is the Renwood.”


Elias held aside a willow switch, so that Bryn could pass. “Odd,
don’t you think?”


“What? That we’re walking amidst a thick summer wood at
midday with no real trail to speak of, for no particular reason? Naw, seems
perfectly normal to me.”


“Look here, the path widens.” Elias offered Bryn a rueful
smile and sketched a half-bow. Bryn swatted him lightly on his outstretched arm
and then the two companions began to walk down the path side-by-side. “No, I
mean isn’t it odd that amidst a steppe that stretches for hundreds of leagues
in every direction, up springs a towering and ancient wood?”


“I’ve never really thought about it before. Maybe there were
more trees in this area in antiquity, but our ancestors cut them down. There
are, of course, the local legends, but they were really just invented by the
crown to keep commoners from poaching deer and boar.”


“Tell me some.”


“They’re just children’s stories, but as you wish.”


“Many myths contain shreds of truth, or are superstitious
accounts of real events because peoples of the past didn’t understand what they
saw.”


“You’ve been spending too much time with Ogden. You’re
beginning to sound like him.”


“My mother actually told me that once when I was still a
child.”


“You’re still a child if you ask me.”


“Alright, bard of the wood, on with the story.”


Bryn took one look at Elias’s nonplussed expression and
sighed. “Some say the Hartwood is haunted by the spirits of the Fey that used
to live here before mankind came to these lands and drove them out. Others say
that the Fey still live here in secret, and if you are in the wood after dark
they’ll come for you. Still others say that the Fey and the kings of old made
some kind of pact and the Fey were allowed this tract of land as their own. Another
version of this last myth is that the wood itself was a gift to the crown for a
pact honored and it magically sprung up amidst the fields of grain. I could go
on all day. There are dozens of stories about the Hartwood.”


“Yet they all have a common thread.”


“That they’re ridiculous?”


“No, the Fey. History may get diluted and perverted over
time, but the seed of truth may yet remain. In all of your myths, the central
figure is the Fey. None of those stories may have any credence, perhaps, but
the one element that endured was the Fey.”


Bryn managed to raise an eyebrow and fix her cobalt eyes on
him without missing a step. “Are you honestly suggesting that faeries are
real?”


“Not in so many words, but who are we to discount the
possibility—especially after the extraordinary things we’ve both seen? The
world is a big place. It’s rather egotistical to think that man is the only
intelligent life in it. Besides,” Elias said as his gaze swept over the trees,
“there’s something strange about this forest. I can’t quite put my finger on
it, but it feels as if someone is watching us.”


“Probably a spooked doe,” Bryn said but she shivered despite
herself. “It is an unusually quiet forest though, isn’t it?”


As if on cue Elias tilted his head. “Did you hear that?”


“What? No.”


“Come on. This way.” Elias trotted off down the path and
veered off into a thicket. Helpless, Bryn stared off at him for a beat and then
set out after him, wondering if the distiller’s wits had abandoned him at last.


Bryn found Elias crouched at the edge of a clearing occupied
by a group of four young men dressed in the costume of the aristocracy. One of
the men was Ronald, Geoffery Oberon’s cousin and attendant, who occupied himself
with idly fencing another youth, while the others practiced their craft on a
gnarled tree with roots as thick as a full grown man. A viscous, burgundy sap
leaked out of rents in the obsidian bark.


Bryn groaned inwardly as Elias stepped into the clearing and
said mildly, “One must never cut down a wytchwood, my mother told me.”


Startled, the foursome turned as one, Ronald nearly tripping
as he turned to face Elias. The two who had busied themselves with desecrating
the tree began to edge toward their companions, swords held in a low guard and
trembling slightly. Ronald recovered his equilibrium first and said, “Ah, what
have we here? the Marshal and the queen’s cozening cousin.” Ronald followed
Elias’s gaze to the tree. “What’s this then? You are the queen’s personal
ranger now as well? I suspect that the devil tree did more damage to their
swords then they to it.”


Elias approached the tree and pretended not to notice as the
other men stiffened and edged away from him. He laid his hand on the tree and
discovered with some surprise that it was warm as a tingle rushed up his arm
and melted over his back. He had seen one other wytchwood in his life, deep in
the Lurkwood with his mother as a child. It remained one of his fondest
memories of her, but try as he might he never could find that tree again, save
but once—the day he crossed swords with Slade.


Elias kicked over a wineskin as he turned to face Ronald. He
retrieved the skin and gave it a whiff. “Minter’s whiskey.”


“You have a good nose, Marshal. I expect you’ll be on your
way, then, to find a clearing of your own so you can enjoy your doxy,” Ronald
said, eliciting hearty guffaws from his friends.


“Not all women are of the same ilk as the insipid sycophants
your cousin keeps,” Bryn said.


“Indeed, some women know their place.”


“I have a mind to teach you what some women know, whelp,”
Bryn said hotly.


“They say you are skilled with a blade, but frankly I don’t
believe the hype,” Ronald retorted with a leer. “Perhaps we should have a fence
then? First blood?” Ronald lofted his rapier and drew circles in the air with
it, to the amusement of his fellows, but Elias read fear in the almost
imperceptible tremble in his knees and the tense set of his shoulders. Elias
knew that his bravado was largely for the benefit of his cronies for he did not
want to lose face in their eyes.


Bryn took a menacing step toward the courtiers, but Elias
continued as if the interruption in their conversation never happened. “It is
said the wytchwood were sacred to the old people, and the berries they grow in
spring have mystic powers.”


“I’ve read of them in mythology books as well, sir,” Ronald
said. “Their wood is too hard to work, their sap poisonous, and nothing grows
around them. They are a cancer in the wood. The old people didn’t understand
their parasitic nature and so they made up stories. Any that remain should be
rooted out.”


Elias took a casual step toward Ronald, stopping at the edge
of the striking distance of his rapier. “Then if I find this tree further
damaged I know who to come looking for.”


“I’m here now, sir,” Ronald said weakly, his choice of words
stronger than his voice, which trembled. His friends fanned out giving him
space.


Elias stepped closer, bringing himself fully within range of
Ronald’s rapier. He felt Bryn sidle up to his side. “Your grip is too loose and
your elbow too stiff,” Elias observed.


Ronald’s eyes flashed down to his sword arm and then back up
to Elias. Sweat beaded on his brow. “I have been instructed by the best Galacia
has to offer, sir.”


“I’m afraid, sir, that you have been misinformed.” The
courtiers laughed and Ronald’s color rose. “A sword is like a bird—hold it too
tight and you choke it, too loose and it flies away.”


“Learn that from your mother too?” Ronald said to the
pleasure of his chorus.


“No. My father. Padraic Duana. Perhaps you’ve heard of him. He
forgot more about the sword than most of Galacia’s best will ever know.”


Ronald swallowed. “I’ve heard tell of him. They say he was a
good man.”


“The best,” Elias said around a smile. “I could show you
some of what he taught me.”


“What?” Ronald and Danica said as one, both incredulous.


Elias laughed. “Just because your cousin is a bully it
doesn’t mean that you have to be one as well. The queen’s court already has
enough pricks.” Elias cast a pointed glance at the three youths standing behind
Ronald and began to walk away. He looked over his shoulder when he reached the
edge of the clearing. “I’ll be at the Redshield’s practice field tomorrow at
nine for some exercise if you’d like to join me. And tell your friends to leave
the wytchwood alone. The Fey that live in these woods won’t take kindly to
children of men cutting up their friends.”


No one perceived the hidden presence that watched from the
boughs of the wytchwood.


Once they were out of earshot Bryn said, “Sometimes you say
the damndest things, Duana. Wytchwood? Children of men? And I can’t believe you
offered to teach that snot how to fight. He’s the queen’s enemy, for God’s
sake.”


“It feels like I’ve seen that tree before somewhere. I mean there’s
one in the Lurkwood. I saw it as a child, and again on the day I fought Slade,
but that particular tree seems familiar. There’s a tree remarkably like a
wytchwood in the palace gardens, but the bark is too light. It’s a sycamore, I
think.”


Elias felt Bryn lag behind and he turned to face her and saw
that she had come to a stop and was glaring at him. “That kid is hardly the
enemy. He’s just a misdirected youth wanting for a little attention. His
relation to Oberon is hardly his fault. If we judged each man on his merit and
not his ancestry the world would be a far less bloody place. Now let’s be on. You
have to brief me about my meeting with the Prelate. I don’t want to make a fool
of myself.”


Bryn heaved an exaggerated sigh but walked toward him. “Elias
Duana,” she said, “that’s one thing you’ve never needed any help with.”


“Coming from you, I’m tempted to take that as a complement,”
Elias jibed before turning to lead them back toward the horses when Bryn’s hand
on his arm stopped him.


“Wait a moment,” she said. “I have something for you, and
now’s as good a time as any. It’s just a trifle, really—one that I was sorely
pressed not to use on Ronald.” Bryn met Elias’s eyes briefly and then passed
him a small bundle wrapped in a linen cloth that she produced from a riding
boot.


Elias took the proffered parcel, and not knowing how to
respond said, “I’m always amazed by what you manage to stuff in those boots.”


Bryn arched an eyebrow. “Go on then.”


Elias unwound the linen cloth to reveal a long dagger in the
style Bryn preferred, almost the length of his forearm. The emblem of house
Denar was embossed on the cross-guard and the hilt was finished in moleskin and
platinum wire which wound to a pommel capped with a teardrop diamond. Elias
drew it from a scabbard bejeweled with sapphires and rubies.


“Careful,” Bryn said. “It’s as deadly as it is comely. Like
me.”


“Bryn, it’s beautiful.”


“Just a little token for saving my life, twice. May this
blade return the favor one day.”


“I’m touched.”


Bryn rolled her eyes. “Don’t go getting all soft on me now. Just
make sure you don’t lose it on our race back to the stables.” With that, Bryn
ran off down the deer path toward the horses. Elias, laughing, followed after.









Chapter 22


A Strange Encounter


The two guards glared stoically at Elias as he waited
outside the Prelate’s audience chamber. The guard’s breastplate featured the
sunburst that was the insignia of the One God—the symbolic image of the One God
as the first proto-star that created all life in the universe—even though the
Church’s regulars, the Knights Justicar, had been officially disbanded when
Elias was but a child.


A thin man with an angular face opened one of the ponderous
cherrywood double doors that led to the Prelate’s chambers. “The Prelate will
see you now, Marshal.”


Elias followed the man down a swath of scarlet carpet which
bisected a room easily twice the size of his dining room at home. The
cherrywood paneling and flooring gave the chamber a warm and inviting aspect,
deep in contrast with the cold marble corridors of Lucerne Palace. The Prelate
stood stooped over the fireplace. “May I present, Marshal Duana, Father,” said
Elias’s escort.


The Prelate turned from the fire with a kettle in hand. He wore
a simple linen tunic and brown breeches. With a nod he indicated a couple of
oversized arm chairs set across from a tea table laden with an impressive
assortment of pastries, biscuits, and other dainties. “Please, Marshal, have a
seat,” Sarad said as he walked toward the table. “I hope you forgive my attire,
but it is my understanding that this is something of a social call, so I
thought it permissible to eschew the ponderous vestments of my office. Tea?”


Elias nodded. “Thank-you.”


Sarad took a biscuit and chewed on it thoughtfully. “I can
never resist the urge to indulge in these when I have guests. I’ve developed
something of a sweet tooth during my time in Galacia. We don’t have much access
to sugar in Aradur.”


Elias took a sip of tea and asked, “Do you miss your home?”


“I don’t mind telling you that I don’t miss the climate. Aradur
is an arid land with large stretches of desert between cities and oases. Yet
Aradur boasts architectural feats of surpassing beauty. The ancients of the
deserts were perhaps the most skilled wizards of all time and they used magic
to raise and bolster their structures. There are palaces and ancient temples
whose age we can only guess at, but surely measure in millennia.”


“Do you know much about the arcane?” Elias asked casually as
he set his cup down. The porcelain clicked noticeably in the pregnant moment of
silence.


Sarad sat back and took a sip of tea. “It’s interesting to examine
how men of faith view magic, for no two clerics seem able to agree on its
origins and how it fits into God’s plan. Many of my brothers view wizards as
little more than alchemists, bending natural law through formula. Others feel
that magic is drawn from trafficking with demons and spirits, or from the pit,
and the Lord of the Fallow Field has seduced men with the arcane. They say that
is why the faithful can heal and wizards can destroy, because God heals and his
twin, Lord Fallow, destroys.”


“What do you think?”


“I think that the One God created all that is and the
universe has an order. If magic exists it is because the One willed it, either
for the benefit of mankind or as a lesson to teach his children forbearance and
the judicious use of power. Either way it is a gift.”


“It is an interesting perspective.”


Sarad smiled. “Yet, you are no stranger to the arcane, are
you Marshal? You single-handedly saved the queen. As I recall you anticipated
the attack before it even came. Are you gifted with prescience as well?”


Elias ignored the question, unsure of the Prelate’s tone and
the glint in his pale blue eyes, though his expression remained neutral. “Not
quite single-handedly, sir. We are in your debt for saving Lady Denar. Your
actions were like something out of the One Book.”


Sarad sighed and grinned sheepishly. “I can see you are as
curious as my fellow clerics and the entirety of the capital for that matter, and
rightly so. The truth is that I understand what happened little more than you. I
acted on impulse, moved perhaps by the spirit of God, and am glad that my
instinct served me well.”


“As am I, yet I must confess that I am as curious about your
abilities as you are mine.”


Elias circumspectly fingered his father’s badge as he
adjusted his duster: cool as a mint julep on Midsummer’s. He frowned inwardly,
for the tingle crawling up his spine whispered that Mirengi had lied, but for
his badge which remained inert. Little did Elias know that the myriad wards
wrought in Sarad’s chambers worked to blunt foreign magic, including arcane
artifacts.


Elias cleared his throat and took a sip of tea, offering
Sarad an apologetic smile. “They say that you have performed other miraculous
feats like healing plague victims and making statues weep tears of blood. Were
those acts of instinct as well?”


“They do talk, don’t they? No, the case in the throne room
was unique for in those other instances I merely prayed and, as I believe, the
One God answered. That’s all.” Sarad took another cookie and offered the plate
to Elias who absently selected a dainty at random. “Am I under investigation,
Marshal?” the Prelate asked with a broad, easy smile.


“Of course not. I am only curious because when I use the
arcane I do it out of instinct as well.”


“Ah. Well, God answered my call, perhaps he’s answered yours
as well and that is why you have been gifted such abilities. As the book says, for
he shall ward the corpus in its entirety of the childer whose heart is just and
true. What you call magic and I call an act of faith may not be as separate
as man has always assumed, for all that is originates from him who made us.”


“Forgive me for being frank, Prelate, but you sound more
like a mystic than a cleric.”


Sarad laughed, a clear bright sound. “There you have it. My
ideas are somewhat different than classic church cannon, but the Holy Father is
open to new interpretations of God’s will. The Church has been stagnating since
the end of the great war. A new age of reason is dawning, of science and
alchemy, which is exciting, but it has also meant that some men feel they no
longer require religion to light their way in the dark. If times are changing
so must the church if it wishes to remain a viable entity in the future. It is
not the One God’s will that men be chained by dogma but set free through
enlightenment.”


“The Shining One must be pleased, for you have certainly won
over the court here in Peidra. Rumor has it that Lord Ogressa suggested the
queen make you an advisor to the council.”


Sarad arched an eyebrow. “Rumor, I imagine, is all it is,
although Vachel can be a little…enthusiastic at times, as men who have regrets
often are.” Now it was Elias’s turn to raise an eyebrow. “I’ll say no more,”
Sarad smiled apologetically, “for it is a necessary requirement of my vocation
to keep confidences.


“Tell me, Marshal, are you a spiritual man? I find with men
at arms there isn’t usually any middle ground but one of two extremes: either
they are very pious, presumably because they know they may meet their maker on
any given day, or they deny religion and live in the moment. So tell me, which
are you?”


Elias considered the Prelate’s question. The man had
presence and charisma, of that there was no doubt. Perhaps he had been hasty in
his judgment of him, for he seemed genuine, yet something still tugged at the
back of his mind, like a memory that he couldn’t quite recall but that he knew
was paramount. “I suppose I am one of the rare individuals who inhabit the
middle ground. My father cautioned me against extreme ideals and advised me it is
usually best to take the middle path.”


“Your father was a philosopher as well as a swordsman, then.
He is still close to you.”


Elias felt himself involuntarily stiffen. “My father is
dead, sir.”


The Prelate offered him a gentle smile. “I know, but still
he is close to you, in spirit. You feel this to be true, yes?”


Elias grew still and felt his breath catch in his chest. The
conversation had taken an abrupt turn, and he sensed it to be significant,
although he wasn’t sure why. He chose his next words with care. “In a manner of
speaking, yes. His values and memories will be kept alive in me, and my sister.”


The Prelate’s smile turned crooked. “A thoughtful answer
from a thoughtful man. I’m quite sure your father is proud.”


Elias searched the Prelate’s expression and tried to guess
at the other man’s thoughts. “You are most kind.”


They fell into an idle conversation and after about a
quarter of an hour Elias said, “Well, I think I’ve taken up enough of your
time. I sought this meeting so that I could thank you for your actions on the
night of the banquet. The queen and Lady Denar send their regards.”


The Prelate rose and took Elias’s hand his own. “I’m glad
you did. Will I see you at services this week?”


“I will try to make it if my duties allow.”


After the Marshal left Sarad sat a long time, lost in
thought. He looked at the chair across from him that was lately occupied by
Elias Duana and was currently occupied by Padraic Duana. The shade remained
silent, peering at him with those same unnerving eyes as his son.


Duana was a hard man to read and Sarad could only guess at
his motivations or insights, but it seemed that he could sense the spirit of
his father, if only on an unconscious level. Occasionally as they spoke the
Marshal’s eyes flicked to his father’s shade momentarily, only to flitter away
again. At other times, when the Marshal was silent it appeared that he and his
father were in telepathic communication. Surely if Duana could see his father
he wouldn’t have any reason to suspect that Sarad could, which suggested three
possibilities: one, that Duana didn’t perceive his father’s ghost on a
conscious level, two, that he did but didn’t want to appear distracted or be
seen interacting with people that weren’t there, or three, Duana somehow
suspected that Sarad was a necromancer and summoned his father’s shade to try
to draw him out by eliciting a reaction. As this last thought occurred to him,
the ghost of Padraic Duana smiled.


“Suspicions he may have but I gave him nothing,” Sarad said.
“I’ve been playing this game a lot longer than your son.” Even as the words left
his mouth Sarad realized they weren’t really true, for he had attempted to draw
Duana out by directing the conversation to his father’s immortal soul so as to
read his reaction. The Marshal gave him nothing, while he tipped his own hand. The
unassuming Duana was more clever than he had suspected, and potentially a great
deal more powerful as well, for only two kinds of people could sense the
spirits of the dead—a necromancer or an Innate. The question was, which one was
Elias Duana?


Sarad had grown weary of sharing space with Padraic Duana’s
shade. He pointed a finger at the spirit and with a litany of guttural words
wove a charm of banishment. As he spoke a red symbol set inside a circle
appeared in the air before his hand and as he uttered the last syllable of the
spell it shot toward Padraic. When the symbol reached Padraic’s space it
dissolved in a burst of golden light. Sarad stood up and backed away on shaky
legs. “It cannot be.”


The power of the pit, of his masters, had never failed him
before. Padraic continued to look at him with his bemused smile and depthless
eyes.


Sarad rushed toward the door of his study. “Talinus!”


Talinus materialized in the door way. “Yes, master?”


Sarad pointed to the sitting area, but as he turned back he
saw only empty chairs. He shivered despite himself. “Follow the Marshal. Watch
his every move. Learn what he knows of us.”


†


“What’re you saying—that you think the Prelate is the
mastermind necromancer of the Scarlet Hand?” Bryn asked.


“No, of course not, but there is something off about him,”
Elias said, feeling his ears burn as he looked at the faces of his companions
around the table in the queen’s private audience chamber. The newest members of
the Sentinels were all present, including Danica, Lar, Phinneas, and the queen’s
uncle Josua, head of House Antares. “Mark my words, that man is hiding
something. He may be in Oberon or Ogressa’s pocket.”


“I’m telling you, the man is clean. Everything about him
checks out,” Bryn said. “And he did save my life, albeit it with your help.”


“It seems like an awful lot of trouble to go to if he is
against the crown,” Eithne said. “Surely Oberon or Ogressa would have been more
than happy to see Bryn skewered as it would mean one less ally for me and a
burr out of their saddle.”


“Save that acting the hero draws suspicion away from him,”
Elias said.


“Except that he wasn’t under suspicion in the first place. If
he’s as clever and artful as you fear then he wouldn’t risk exposure when he
already enjoyed anonymity.”


Elias sighed. “A point well taken, Your grace. I suppose all
I have to go on is a gut feeling.”


“All the same, Elias, I value your instincts—they’ve saved
me once, as it were. Why don’t we keep an eye on the Prelate, his maneuverings
and interactions. Satisfied?”


Elias offered her a tight smile. “Yes. Thank-you.”


“What of your other efforts, Sentinels?”


Elias sighed and exchanged glances with Ogden. “We still
have yet to uncover any leads in the conspiracy against you, Your Grace,” Ogden
said. “But we are remaining ever vigilant and Captain Blackwell has tightened
security and rotated any men he can’t trust completely to the city guard.”


“My sources have uncovered little in regard to any
suspicious goings on in the court,” Josua said, “although Ogressa and Oberon
have been seen skulking about together a little more than usual. Likely just
their regular scheming, but it warrants keeping an eye nonetheless. Also,
Oberon has recently bought a herd of Aradurian stallions and a handful of
Aradurian mercenaries to bolster his household guard. Again, nothing all that
out of the ordinary for him. Still, I don’t like it.”


Eithne frowned. “Nor I. Uncle, I would like it if you used
the entirety of your resources to look further into House Oberon and Ogressa’s
maneuverings. I will give you a withdrawal note for the treasury. Spread coin
around as you see fit to get the answers we need.”


“If the two snakes are up to anything I’ll find them out,”
Josua said.


“Danica, how have you and Lar fared in your assignment?”


“If any of the courtiers know anything about what happened
in the banquet hall, then they are master thespians,” Danica said with a
crooked half-smile. “Although everyone has a theory, each more hair-brained
than the last.”


Eithne smiled at the brazen young woman. “And what is the
climate of the court like?”


Danica’s expression turned serious. “Everyone is quite nervous,
although you wouldn’t know at first glance, seeing how they carry on with their
teas, luncheons, and soirees, but when they’re in their cups most let their
guard slip and their tongues loosen. They’re in fear of another war and what it
might mean for their coin purses, but also their hides. No one is inclined to
trust in the innocence of the Ittamar, but most actually want them to be
innocent because few can stomach a genuine threat of war. They like to
perseverate about it, wear their bravado like a cape, but when the chips are
down another conflict with Ittamar frightens everyone, save the Mycrum
contigent.”


“Huh.” The queen arched an eyebrow and leaned back in her chair.
“I did not know that.” It seemed she had been wise in choosing Danica for her
current assignment. She had chiefly made the decision to keep her occupied and
out of trouble, but the cunning White Habit had easily earned the trust of the
court where so many of her other informants had failed. “You have done well,
Danica.”


Danica beamed her crooked smile in response to the queen’s
praise. “The problem,” she said, sobering, “is that they require proof that the
Ittamar are innocent. Otherwise no one will openly come out in support of our
position for fear of ridicule.”


Eithne shook her head in disbelief. “Amazing—half the court
wants to believe that the Ittamar innocent, but they won’t accept it publicly
even though they have the testimony of Arcalum that the pawns that attacked us
were under an enchantment. We’re lucky the Scarlet Hand’s minions failed in
their attempt on my life, for if they succeeded you would be in the midst of a
war that no one really wants but that would destroy two nations.”


“We’ve been involved in the sordid political arena of Agia
long enough to see how much evil can be done by this one’s slighted honor, or
that ones ego-driven fear of losing face or being branded a coward,” Ogden
said. “History has seen nations’ swords fall over a woman’s hand in marriage. Need
I remind you of Antilla and Aquis of Erasteses?”


“Your point, Ogden,” the queen said dryly, “is well taken. It
seems that I’m not the only one that has found Danica’s report illuminating.”


“I don’t know why people always think Elias is the smart
one,” Danica said with an exaggerated sigh.


Elias exchanged a smile with Danica, but his heart wasn’t in
it as his thoughts cycloned. He couldn’t help but feel that he was missing
something, something right under his nose. “We still don’t know how it was that
King Mathias banished the seventh house, and how they plan on breaking the
spell that has endured so long. Ogden, surely Sentinel Lore must have something
to say on the subject?”


Ogden opened his hands in a gesture that Elias had become
familiar with as an expression of conciliation. “The Sentinel record of the day
Mathias cast the geas has this to say:


Mathias King bound them in iron


and bound them in gold,


bound them in the heart’s own blood,


that shadowed seventh house,


never to Agian soil return.


“The account does not recount the spell or magic by which he
cast the geas. It is generally assumed that the information was deemed too
sensitive to keep written record of, for fear it might fall into the wrong
hands.”


Elias produced a pad of paper from his breast pocket and
wrote down the bit of verse. Danica snorted. “He’s always written things down,
ever since he was in knickers,” she said.


Elias ignored her with practiced nonchalance. “Is that
exactly what it says?”


“Yes,” said Ogden, “although that is the translation from
the old Aradurian, which was the language used by wizards of that time. But why
such interest in that old yarn?”


“Sometimes it’s the smallest of crumbs that may lead one to
the granary, as my father used to say. There may be a hidden clue or cipher in
the lines.”


Ogden’s creased face wrinkled in a smile. “If there is a
hidden clue, the son of Padraic can find it, but I would be remiss if I didn’t
tell you that some of the greatest minds in Agia have poured over those records
looking for clues, and have found nothing of consequence.”


“I don’t doubt it,” Elias said, grim-faced, “but we are
running out of leads, and time. Agnar is growing restless, as I imagine will
his King if he doesn’t receive word of his cousin soon.”


“Our hands are tied, Elias,” the queen said. “We cannot
release Agnar and his men. Our only choice is to hold them and delay until we
can produce evidence or convince the court that the danger issues from a source
other than Ittamar. You’re perfectly right—we are running out of time. Blame
must be assigned, and quickly.”


Elias again had that nagging feeling in the back of his head
that he was missing something. “That is why I am thinking that perhaps we
should try a different tact.” He leaned forward. “We’ve no leads other than a
necromancer’s sigil on some rotting corpses, and our two encounters with
assassins from the Scarlet Hand. We’ve combed Lucerne and Peidra for clues or
conspirators but uncovered neither.”


“What are you suggesting?” Ogden asked.


“We must discover how the Hand plans to break the curse that
keeps their masters from our lands. That must be why they are here. If we can
discover that, we may be able to head them off.”


Ogden exchanged a look with Phinneas. “Long has that been the
ultimate goal of the Sentinels, for generations,” Ogden said, “but we simply
don’t have any leads, though many have dedicated their very lives to answering
the same questions that plague you.”


“Of course,” said Elias. “I didn’t mean to speak out of turn,
I just have the strangest feeling that we’ve overlooked something, that there’s
an answer hiding before us, in plain sight.”


“I tell you what,” Ogden said, “I’ll lend you what copies of
Sentinel record I have. Perhaps a fresh set of eyes will see something I’ve
missed.”


“Has anyone anything else to report or add?” Eithne asked.


“Only this,” Ogden said as he drew a folded map from out of
his coat. “In case the worst befalls us, and the Hand strikes for our heart, I
want us to be prepared. I have drawn up an emergency plan.”


Reassuming his role as the queen’s Steward, Ogden explained
his plan in detail until he was satisfied that everyone knew their part.


With that matter settled, Eithne brought the meeting to a
close. “Very well, then,” she said, “Ogden, Phinneas, and Elias you handle the
arcane sleuthing. Danica and Lar, I want you to continue your assignment as my
eyes and ears in court. Bryn, utilize your contacts in the Red and Blackshields
to keep us appraised of any unusual happenings in the palace and capital.”


With that the company dispersed and went about their
business.


As the queen left her private audience chamber, she found
herself possessed of a curious happiness that slept with sadness. She feared
for her kingdom and her rule, yet for the first time since her father died she
had allies other than Ogden, Bryn, and Josua—scant confederates for a queen. More
than that, she realized, she had friends.









Chapter 23


Calm Before the Storm


“Elias, are you listening to me?”


Elias blinked away his reverie and offered Ogden an
apologetic smile. The wizard had been instructing him in the art of spellforms,
but amidst studying the myriad geometric figures his mind had begun to wander,
and it was no small wonder.


“Are you thinking about your sister?” Ogden asked.


Elias walked to the window. Far below horses raced along the
outer courtyard, and guardsmen and courtiers, reduced to faceless whirs of
color by the vantage, fenced idly and strolled along the granite causeways
respectively, enjoying the temperate late summer afternoon. Elias wondered if
Seven Winters was down there running Brand or Comet.


“Yes,” Elias said. “Danica, and The Hand, and Agnar…and
there hasn’t been any word of Bryn’s father who was due home almost a week ago
from the consulate in Phyra. And I’ve poured through all the Sentinel records
and haven’t discovered a single clue.”


“Son, you can’t fight all the battles of the realm yourself,
and especially not all at once,” Ogden said, not unkindly. “You must focus on
the task at hand. One thing at a time.” The aged wizard laid a gentle hand on
his shoulder.


“I know. I am trying,” Elias said without turning from the
window. Ogden, of course, had struck the heart of the matter: Despite everything
else he had to consume his attentions, Danica occupied the foremost of his
thoughts. Her night terrors—if that’s what one could call them—had only grown
worse. To all appearances she was capable of making it through the day without
ill effect, save for some fatigue, but one glance at Lar’s face after his
encounter with her while in the grip of one of these terrors had been enough to
give Elias pause and keep him awake at night. Phinneas had been working with
Danica extensively, both as her physician, using hypnotherapy to help her cope
with her repressed memories of the torments she endured under Slade, and as her
mentor teaching her how to use her intuitive gifts and skills as a healer in
tandem. After the midnight battle at the Inn in Abbington, however, Elias knew
that Danica’s arcane gifts had ample application beyond that of a healer.


Then, there was the matter of the Ittamar. Agnar and his
companions remained in the palace as household prisoners, although they had
been afforded more liberty. Court and Council wanted justice and were more than
happy to hold onto Agnar and his men until Elias could offer up other suspects,
which left the queen with the unenviable task of writing King Rachman and explaining
why she held his cousin and heir.


Elias had begun to lose hope of ever exposing the true conspirators
and rooting out the necromancer responsible for the assassination attempt. They
couldn’t very well name the culprits to be a centuries-old secret brotherhood,
steeped in shadow, enigma, and fell magic.


“Why don’t we take a break from your exercises,” Ogden
suggested. “I have some exciting news. It’s about your sword, which is of Eurinthian
design, and is called a Dashin in their tongue.”


Elias turned from the window, his interest piqued. “What
have you discovered?”


Ogden produced a small leather book from a sleeve in his
voluminous robes. The wizard normally garbed himself in the courtier fashion of
the day—a doublet and a linen or silk shirt with barrel-sleeves, and close
fitted breeches of spun wool or cotton—but in the privacy of his own rooms
Ogden donned the garb of his order, the simple robes that seemed synonymous
with his vocation. “I borrowed this book from a colleague at Arcalum. It is a
treatise on Eurinthian magic and forging techniques. It has been difficult to
translate for it is an old volume penned in archaic Erastean. I have not been
able to determine the precise meaning of the runes branded into your arm and
etched on your sword, but I am reasonably sure, based on comparison to similar
symbols, that they are indicative of warding magic.”


Elias glanced at his forearm. “Warding, eh?”


“Any protective magic falls into the warding school. The Eurinthian
crafters of old folded their steel hundreds of times and they cast spells
directly into the molten metal. They also added a mystic powder of unspecified
origin to the ore that was said to lighten and increase the durability of the
steel, which also gives the blades their unique blue tint. It was their usual
habit to etch characters onto the base of the blade either as an identifying
mark or inscription. Sometimes though, these runes were arcane symbols
containing additional enchantments. These runes, I believe, indicate a special
kind of warding magic that protects the wielder by absorbing magical energy
directed at him.”


“I was right!”


“Indeed. However, the brand on your arm is where we depart
from conventional knowledge of Eurinthian crafting technique. This book
contains no such precedent, and my colleague, who is something of an Eurinthian
historian, has never heard of such a thing either.”


“Well, what’s your best guess?”


Ogden closed the book. “For one it means that sword is no run-of-the-mill
magical weapon, but we knew that. What I think is that in some way we don’t yet
comprehend you and this sword have been linked. This may mean that the warding
magic bound to the sword has been bound to you as well and will protect you
even if you are not wielding the weapon. Or it could mean that you have the
ability to unlock this artifact’s true potential.”


“Artifact?”


“I say artifact, because this sword may very well have
functions beyond that of a weapon—magnificent a weapon though it is. I’ve been
thinking a lot since thumbing through this book. I thought about how you told
me that you believe Slade’s primary reason for ambushing your family was to get
his hands on that sword. Why would he go through such trouble and risk exposing
himself and his sect for a sword, even an enchanted one? The sword that your
father carried was worth all that, which must mean it has qualities we haven’t
even guessed at.”


“You know, I never really stopped to think how Slade tracked
the sword to my father. I figured that Slade meeting Macallister like he did
was a coincidence for the greedy bastard, but maybe it wasn’t a coincidence at
all.”


Ogden shrugged his eyebrows. “Perhaps Slade’s quest for the
sword led him to believe it fell into the hands of a Marshal and he used
Macallister to confirm the fact before setting out to Knoll Creek.”


“Come to think of it,” Elias said slowly, “my mother used to
keep my dad’s coat and sword on a rack in the den, like some people put antique
suits of armor on display. When I was a child Macallister was visiting and
offered to buy the sword as a decorative piece. My father refused and that very
night locked the sword and his coat in a footlocker where they had remained all
these years until I opened it.”


“Curious. Your father may have suspected the blade’s true
potential after all, but he didn’t have brands on his arm like you do. Now your
father knew more about the arcane and enchanted items than you did, but the
sword activated for you, not him. The question is why. I believe that it’s
because your father was not an Innate, but you are.”


“Is that even possible?”


Ogden let out a sigh. “I don’t really know as there is no
official documentation of anything like this in our libraries, but it makes
sense to me. History suggests that there was a greater percentage of Innates in
antiquity and this sword is very, very old. This artifact may have been
designed to respond to an Innate. The magic bound to it recognized that you are
an Innate and thus in turn bound its magic to your own.”


Elias grew a bit alarmed. He rested his hand on the pommel
of his sword. “Are you saying this thing is alive?”


Ogden snorted. “Not hardly, son—but in a way the magic bound
to it is. Energy in some sense is alive, and the law of attraction, which
states like attracts like, is one of the ultimate laws of science and of magic.
The Eurinthian, for one, believe that the human consciousness is itself a form
of energy, which leaves the body when we die. Considering their views on the
arcane and the cosmos, it makes sense that they would use magic in this way.”


Elias looked at his blade with a newfound respect. “What
does this mean for me?”


“If my deductions are correct, it means that a kind of
energetic loop exists between you and the sword. Thus, you may be able to use
the sword to augment your own power, or vice versa. Since this sword is capable
of absorbing and storing magical energy you may be able to siphon off that
magical energy and use it to your own ends, or even store a spell of your own
in it to utilize at a later time.”


“When I used it against the assassins though, I cast the
same spell Macallister used on me.”


“Yes,” replied Ogden, waving his hands animatedly, “but
perhaps that is because it was what you thought would happen. You expected that
result, and so you got it. Using your powers as an Innate you shaped the magic
to fit your will.”


Elias smiled at the erratic old man that he had grown to
love dearly in his few weeks at the palace. “You’re making it sound like this
is the discovery of the century.”


“It may very well be! At this point we have my conjecture
and more questions than answers, but who knows of what this sword is capable.”


Elias eyed his blade and wondered. Since taking it up it had
come to feel a part of him, an extension of arm and will, and not once had he
taken it for granted, but Ogden’s research indicated that this Dashin
may not be just a formidable sword but a potent magical artifact as well. “In
that case,” Elias said with a shrug, “perhaps we should try it out.”


Ogden offered him a wolfish grin. “My sentiments exactly.”


For their first experiment Ogden flourished his hands and
spoke a handful of vowel laden words. Bolts of yellow energy lanced from his
fingertips and struck the blue-tinted steel of the Dashin’s blade. Elias
felt the sword push against him as it recoiled slightly from the bolts, but he
was able to maintain his hold on it with relative ease. Ripples of energy
coursed along the length of the blade and took on the color of the steel. Elias
hazarded a touch to the blade after the undulating currents of energy ceased. “It
feels warm to the touch,” he observed.


“Now,” said the wizard, “do whatever it was you did in the great
hall to summon the magic, but envision a different spell than the one I have
just used. And be careful. The spell I used was a rather weak one, designed to
stun, but I have no desire to have its power turned on my books or shelves.” Ogden
pointed at the wall behind his laboratory apparatus on the far side of the
sizeable chamber that served as his study. “Direct it over there—the wall is
warded against explosions and resistant to magic.”


Elias turned back to Ogden. “No one has ever thought it
strange that a Steward has a laboratory in his rooms and so many books?”


Ogden shrugged his eyebrows. “It is well-known that I
studied alchemy and history at university, and I have something of a reputation
as an eccentric, though no one has expected me a wizard. Sometimes the best
place to hide is plain sight. Now, no more stalling. Get to it.”


“Just do what I did in the great hall.” Elias took a deep
breath, leveled his blade at the wall, focused his will along its length and cried,
“Feora!”


The surface of the steel roiled with waves of energy. The
hairs on Elias’s arm stood on end and he felt a faint tugging at the center of
his chest. A jet of silver-blue flame lanced from the sword, issuing from the
point of the single-edged blade, while tongues of pale flame licked along the
entire length of the steel. The hilt of the sword pushed against his hands,
like a prolonged recoil of a crossbow.


After nigh a quarter-minute (which felt a good deal longer
to Elias) the outpour of fire ceased, leaving a sooty scorch mark on an
otherwise unharmed granite wall. Tongues of bluish flame continued to roll
along the sword from guard to point. Elias turned to Ogden and brandished the
blade, face flush with excitement. “It worked!”


“I can see that. Now, put that thing away!” After Elias
complied, Ogden mused aloud as he rubbed at his chin. “Yes, Yes, it would appear
that my hunch is correct—the blade does not merely store the spell it absorbs,
but rather raw magical energy which it can then convert to a different medium. More
than that, the spell cast from the blade was more powerful that the one it
absorbed, which means one of two things. One, that the blade’s enchantment
serves also to magnify the magic it absorbs, or, two, that there is an
energetic loop between you and the Dashin and you bolstered the effect
with your own power.”


“Which do you think it is?”


“My guess is the second. When a wizard turns or reflects a
spell back, a significant portion of the energy of the turned spell is consumed
in the process. Never have I heard of a spell that can reflect another and magnify
its power. Think of a rock that is thrown against the wall. It may bounce off
but not with near as much force as the original throw, because much of the
kinetic energy is transferred into the wall. Actually, in truth, reflecting a
spell back at the caster is magic of the highest order, and only wizards of
great skill can manage the task at all.”


“Huh,” Elias mused. “Although, even you cannot guess at this
blades origin, and it may function outside of the parameters of magic as we
understand them.”


“Point taken, but don’t sell yourself short. By whatever
arcane science this weapon is ruled, you have awoken in it a power that has
gone unutilized for perhaps centuries. God alone knows how long that thing sat
in the treasury with no one guessing its true potential. I notice that you cast
the same spell as you did the night you fought the assassins. Was it your
intent?”


“You told me to do what I did that night, so I did—I even
used the same word.”


“Yes, but did you consciously try to cast forth flame?”


“No. I just repeated the process.”


“Yet, you expected that would be the result?”


Elias rolled the question around in his head. “I
suppose...I’m not really sure.” He hung his head and sighed.


Elias could feel Ogden’s eyes on him so he looked up. “What
is it?”


“Only that you remind me so much of him.”


“My father?”


“He was as hard on himself as are you. You must remember,
son, that people tend to find true what they expect to find true. We create our
lives with our expectations, fears, and hopes—even our very thoughts. Do you understand?”


“Not really.”


“You will, in time. It was Padraic who taught me that. He
said it was a bit of philosophy he picked up from the Eurinthian. He was
something of a student of Eurinthium, more so than my colleague I think.”


“Maybe it was this sword that sparked his interest in Eurinthium.”


“Perhaps. Here, come have a seat and a glass of wine. You’ve
earned it.”


As they settled into a couple of the over-sized chairs by
the bookshelves and Ogden poured the wine, Elias had ample time to think about
the wizard’s question. Elias took a pull of the dry red that Ogden usually kept
at hand. “Maybe I do know what you mean. Shortly before my father died he told
me that magic was limited only by the limits of the mind.”


“That is what he and your mother believed. Go on.”


“In our present experiment, my mind was limited to my small
experience with magic and as such I expected that the result would be the same
as before, so it was.”


“Precisely!” Ogden said as he made an emphatic gesture with
his hand, spilling wine onto his sleeve. “If a person goes into a situation
expecting a particular outcome, he is apt to get it, even if that is only his
perception and not the actual truth of the matter. This is why one must keep an
open mind and not draw premature conclusions.”


“Especially a wizard,” Elias replied.


“Especially a wizard,” Ogden agreed and went to take a sip
from his goblet, frowning when he realized it was empty.


†


Agnar Vundi felt like he had spent the majority of his
days of late looking out windows. The black fear that he would wake one night
to find southern steel at his throat or face public execution had faded into a
persistent, torpid dread that he would never feel the bite of the Northern wind
again but would spend the remainder of his days locked up in his gilded prison.


“I don’t know why you insist on these visits,” Agnar said,
turning from the window. “Not that they’re unwelcome, mind you. I have no one
to talk to and most days yours is the only face I see. Yet, why do you bother?”


“You’re the only person in the capital who is as bad at
cards as I am,” Elias said as he shuffled a deck. “That and I like your
stories.”


“How about I tell you a story about a dream I had last
night. I dreamt of the Iscarp Mountains—a monument to all creation and bigger
than anything you’ve ever seen in these Southlands of yours. I dreamt of the
halls of my fathers set around the hot springs that make the seat of my king a
grassy oasis in a land burning with frost the better part of the year. I dreamt
that a man, once an enemy, now a friend, let me return there.”


In the streams of midday sun Elias thought that Agnar’s eyes
appeared almost white, reflecting the light like a timber wolf’s in torch fire.
“There’s little I’d like more than to see you free, but it is not in my power—yet.”


Agnar left the window sill and sat across from Elias,
resting an arm on the card table. “Your queen is satisfied of my innocence?”


“She is, but the court is not. The council is not, at least
not all of them.”


“Why do you have a queen if she does not have any power?” Agnar
sighed, for he knew this was an old conversation between them, but it was all
he had.


“Our government is situated differently than yours. The
crown needs the support of the influential houses, and their coin. The
government is in debt and has taken loans from some of the notable houses,
their privately owned banks, and even foreign powers, chiefly through bank
alliances or marriages to the leading houses of Galacia. The crown debt is
first what attracted Eithne to your king’s trade proposal.”


“I’ll never understand your world. All this talk of wealth
and your precious silver and gold coins. In my world we make art with these
metals because they are too soft for building or for sturdier crafts. In
Ittamar a man’s currency is his skill.”


Elias started dealing the cards. “In some ways I’ll never
understand this world either. Where I grew up we were largely self-sufficient
on our farm and distillery, trading whiskey as often as coin for the goods we
needed. Truth be told, your Ittamar seems better suited to me than life in
Peidra. I have half a mind to return there with you. There’s only one problem
though.”


“And what’s that?” asked Agnar as he eyed Elias over the
tops of his cards.


“How can you make whiskey with no corn or grain?” Elias
grinned as he drew a sliver flask from his coat.


Agnar shook his head and laughed despite himself as he
reached for the polished flask.









Chapter 24


Secret of the Dark Covenant


“No.” Sarad glared balefully at the man before him. The
acolyte had the gaunt features and dark coloring that distinguished the men of
Aradur. “It’s Hal-i-ruk not Hali-ruk. The Lord of the Fallow
Field is particular about invocations in his name, and he won’t grant power to
those who cannot speak his tongue. Again.”


He watched as the man’s features warbled beneath a screen of
magic. Whereas before he looked on a man with skin dark as burnished copper,
now he saw a well wrought facsimile of a barbarian of the northern wastes. Sarad
made the man repeat the glamour and the accompanying gestures until he felt
certain he could perform it adroitly.


The glamour was paramount to the success of his plan. All
his agents needed to have it mastered by midnight for he couldn’t very well
cast it on all of them himself. He would need every last shred of power
available to him. By the pact they had all made to join the Scarlet Hand the
door to the fell powers had been opened to them, but sadly not all had the wit
or tenacity to excel in the necromantic arts.


“Would you like that I too should adopt the likeness of the
ice-men, Master?” Talinus said as he alighted on the windowsill. “Imagine the
fear a flying dwarf from Ittamar would strike into their hearts!”


Sarad ignored the imp’s quip. “Leave me. I have preparations
to make.” The imp sketched a mock bow and set off to go about whatever business
imps had whilst free of their duties.


He planned to take the palace by cover of night. Ogressa had
been kind enough to furnish him with a score of standard Redshield uniforms and
breastplates appropriated from the Lucerne armory to disguise his finest
adepts. For his part, Oberon had arranged for a squad of the palace guard loyal
to him—or, rather, to House Oberon coin—to be stationed at the postern gates with
orders to admit a contingent of new recruits with no questions asked. Once they
gained the palace his men would quickly dispatch the unprepared guard thus
leaving the back gate and portcullis unmanned and open to the remainder of
Sarad’s forces.


Once his combined forces had gained the palace the more skilled
of his arcanists would invoke their Ittamarian glamours whilst those dressed as
the palace guard would maintain their disguise. Both groups would head directly
for the royal wing and the heart of the palace. When the fighting began the
genuine palace guard and the elite Whiteshields would find the Ittamar and
their own men coming at them. Once the battle began in earnest and the entirety
of the Galacian forces roused, the Galacian regulars would join the scene only
to find a melee where palace guard were pitted against each other and savages
alike. They wouldn’t know who to engage, and in the ensuing bedlam Sarad would
gather his lieutenants and strike for the heart of Lucerne and take the queen.


As plans went it had few flaws, save for the vexing Elias
Duana and his allies.


While the Sentinels were a mere shade of what they once
were, the Scarlet Hand had never been stronger, for as the old magic of Galacia
waned, the arcane chains that bound House Senestrati loosened, and their
influence grew. He knew that Queen Eithne’s Steward, Ogden, was a Sentinel and
a wizard of no mean power, for he read the old man’s aura with ease. Despite
this, he feared not the Sentinel mastermind, for in his heart he knew the
cogent threat was Elias Duana.


Sarad, however, had formulated a plan to neutralize the
marshal, or at the least delay him until it was too late. Once the palace fell
he could deal with Duana at his leisure.


With the Denar heirs out of the way Oberon would assume the
throne as regent, though his reign would prove short lived. With the blood of
the Denar women Sarad would enact the centuries awaited ritual that would break
the curse that bound his masters’ power and barred them from Agian soil. With
the ancient geas broken, House Senestrati would be free to once again exercise
the power that they had brokered their souls for before their betrayal by House
Denar. Even the wizard-king Mathias did not have the strength to utterly break
their power and drive it from the world, so he bound it the only way his limited
mind could conceive—by finding a counter to what he saw as an unnatural power,
the magic of un-life, in his very own life force and that of his brethren. Mathias
realized that House Denar’s power was no stronger than the Senestrati’s, though
it was their equal and polar opposite, so he reasoned by binding them together
they would negate each other. Thus was the Senestrati’s power ever neutralized
by the Denar bloodline and the living magic bound to each of its descendants.


Yet the Senestrati endured, slumbering away the long
centuries in a state of arcane stasis, sending their spirits out to roam the
earth, seeking out vessels to perform their will in exchange for their
knowledge of the necromantic arts—vessels like Sarad, to whom they taught the
darkest secret of all.


There was no Lord of the Fallow Field, or a Devil by any
other name. Hell was a simpletons concept, a fairy tale in reverse. No pit
existed in the center of the world awaiting the damned, for Hell only existed
in the minds of men, formed out of the ether by their very thoughts and fears. No,
Hell was not a place, but a state of mind.


From its very beginnings, the One Church was a construct of
the dark brotherhood, for on the fear-energy of men did they feast and grow fat
with power.


That alone was the secret of the House Senestrati’s dark
might, and now that House Denar had wilted and the nations of men had lost
faith in the validity of their own souls and the power of their own consciousness
they would be easy prey to their darker appetites.


The world was ripe for the age of the necromancer, and it
began when Galacia, the lynchpin of Agia, fell. Sarad Mirengi, Prelate of the
Church of the One God, closed his eyes and smiled.









Chapter 25


Shadow’s Fall


Talinus perched over the Marshal that irked his master
so. He leaned close, silent as the breath of death, and examined his quarry. Duana’s
features were less severe in sleep. With his penetrating eyes closed his
countenance bore an almost childlike innocence and he appeared a good deal
younger. At a distance Talinus had thought him in the prime of his life, but
under closer scrutiny he judged that the Marshal had seen about five and twenty
winters.


He need only extend his arm and with a quick flick of his
wrist open the Marshal’s throat with his razor talons. That, however, had not
been why he’d come. Talinus fixed his crimson eyes on the oblivious mortal and
wondered. Try as he might, he could not discern what was so special about the
whelp. Oh, he liked Duana well enough—after all, he did strive to foil Sarad,
which he found amusing—but he couldn’t reason out why his true masters willed
that the Marshal be not only spared but encouraged to nettle Sarad.


The lords of the Eldritch Circle were known to be a fickle
bunch, but why take such interest in this particular mortal? Duana proved
himself proficient with blade and wits alike, but his arcane powers had only
just begun to bud, and likely wouldn’t mature for years. With the knowledge of
magic being but a shade of what it once was, even at the summit of his skills
he wouldn’t be able to hold a candle to his predecessors of yore. Worse yet,
Duana seemed married to the folly of peculiar human ideals like honor, justice,
and duty—definitely not the malleable clay most men would be in the hands of
the Eldritch Lords. Still, if it was the will of the Circle, Talinus would see
it done.


Once he was free of Sarad he’d commune with the Circle and
then he’d have his answers.


The imp leaned in, so close that he could see Duana’s eyes
fluttering beneath their lids and feel the mortal’s breath on his brow. Talinus
reached out with his senses and entered the Marshal’s mind planting a
suggestion of dire alarm and fear. Wake, Elias of Duana. Wake!


Elias exploded out of sleep with a cry on his lips and a
sense of dread tearing through his mind. He perceived at the limits of his
vision a shadowy form that skirted the ceiling. Fearing an imminent attack he
threw himself out of bed and into a combat roll. He snatched his sword, which
he kept at his bedside, as he tucked himself into the tumble. With a mighty
two-handed swing he unburdened his blade of its scabbard and backed against the
wall, surveying the ceiling. His eyes darted around the room scanning for
danger.


The attack didn’t come. Elias remembered to breathe and
gasped as he drew in one deep breath after another. He didn’t know what
instinct had roused him from his slumber, but something had been in his
chambers, something that loved him not. In his survey his eyes passed the door
and he cursed to discover it ajar. Something had snuck into his bedroom unseen
and nearly killed him in his sleep. Whatever the identity of the shadowed thing
that traversed ceilings, it was now at large in the palace. The guard must be
warned as well as Ogden, for Elias was certain that the arcane had played a
role in the encounter. This whole thing stank of the Hand.


Elias dressed quickly, but he took the time to button his
duster full to the neck for he did not doubt that he would need whatever
protection the durable leather could provide. As he reached for his boots by
his bedside he saw the flurry of papers that he had fallen asleep reading
spread upon the floor, which he must have cast off when he leapt from bed.


Red wax had spilled over the account of King Mathia’s
binding of the seventh house, a bit of verse he had read countless times and
had taken to calling the poem of binding. Though he was in a need for haste, he
felt inexplicably drawn to the paper and the congealing scarlet wax. Most of
the poem was obscured by the wax but one line remained clear: bound them in
the heart’s own blood. As his eyes traced over the line he saw that that
the e in heart’s was obscured by a dot of wax and it read as hart’s.


Elias’s breath caught in his chest. His mind raced back to
the letter Bryn had intercepted months ago hinting at a hart-hunt, which
they had taken to be a clue indicating a plot against the House Denar, whose
moniker was the stag, or hart. Hart’s blood; blood of the hart.


“Good God,” Elias whispered in the darkening room. He had
finally unraveled the riddle that was right before them the entire time. At
last he knew how the Scarlet Hand planned to break the geas, but he feared it
was too late.


Having already squandered enough time, Elias resolutely
strapped his baldric across his back, in the southern fashion, but he carried
his steel naked in hand.


Cautiously, he opened the door with his sword and braced
himself for attack. When none came he sidled to the door and quickly ducked his
head in and out, wary that an archer or wizard may be lying in wait. Satisfied
that both ways were clear, he dashed from his chambers and set off at a run.


He screeched to a halt as he rounded a corner and
encountered a scintillating wall of energy. The diaphanous force-field cast the
hallway in a red and purple glow. The wall looked paper thin, but Elias did not
doubt its power to bar, or to kill. A faint hum filled the air and caused the
hairs on his arms to stand on end.


He paced before the wall and cursed. This hall provided the
quickest access to the royal wing and both Eithne and Ogden. If he turned back
and took the long way, looping around by the rooms of the lesser court and the
guest chambers, he would arrive too late to bring warning.


There was only one course of action available to him. He
considered only a moment. If his sword could absorb magic directed at him he
reasoned it could do the same to protective or warding magic. If the barrier
proved too powerful for his sword to absorb or had been designed to resist such
measures or, worse yet, explode on contact, it marked his end. If the Scarlet
Hand took Eithne, however, all of Galacia would fall under shadow.


With clenched teeth Elias drove the blade of his sword into
the wall of humming energy. As Elias’s sword met the diaphanous veil of energy
a concussion issued forth that swam around him like a maelstrom, leaving a
hollow place between his ears, as if all the sound had vanished from the world.
He had experienced a similar sensation once in his youth when Shamus O’Toole
boxed his ears during a game of storm-the-castle.


Even as the whirlpool of energy funneled into his sword,
Elias knew he could only afford to squander a handful of breaths to recover his
equilibrium. He sucked in precious air before dashing through the eliminated
barrier, up the corridor leading to the royal suites, around a corner…


…and directly into a Redshield.


The blustering soldier crashed onto his haunches, flinching
as Elias nearly lopped his head off with a barely checked cut of his blade.


“Get up, you fool,” Elias growled. “The queen’s life is in
danger. The palace is under attack! Rouse the Captain and then make for the
queen’s chambers. Now!” The guardsmen’s eyes widened and his bottom lip trembled,
but to his credit he rose with an “Aye, sir!” and fled down the corridor in the
opposite direction with haste.


Elias first met resistance in the antechamber that preceded
the wing of the upper court. He sprinted through the door, turning a
shadow-clad figure’s scimitar with a flick of his wrist, danced out of reach of
another wickedly curved blade, and skidded to a stop with his back to a wall. The
tactic was a gambit for while it discouraged flanking it limited his range of
movement, and offered scant opportunity for retreat.


Despite the fact that the swordsmen couldn’t flank him, they
struck as one. Elias instantly knew that he couldn’t block both strikes, which
slanted toward his skull. Instinctively, he dropped to a knee and the scimitars
crashed together in a shower of sparks. Elias had to take one of the swords out
of the battle immediately, but he didn’t have a clear line to deliver a
deathblow to a vital area, backed as he was against the wall with them right on
top of him. With a hunch of his shoulders he adopted a perpendicular guard. The
tingle of magic skittered up his spine as he swung.


The only indication to the Senestrati that the one-sided
fight was about to take a drastic turn was a whir of blue that gave birth to a
red mist followed by a wet THWACK. The maimed man looked stupidly at his
squirting stump, never having felt the sting of the blade that severed his
hand. Elias didn’t give the Handsman time to deliberate on his quandary, for
presently he had gained his feet and with a vicious kick thrust the maimed man
into his companion. A heartbeat later, his Dashin followed and showered
the remaining Handsman with gore from his ally’s braincase.


The dark warrior danced back and lifted his scimitar into a
high guard, sparing his slain compatriot not the slightest glance. “You’ve
already lost, Marshal. The queen is ours.”


“For the life of me, I cannot figure out why you bloody
people talk so damned much.” Elias considered the impasse for a moment, and
then his father’s voice echoed in his mind from a long ago lesson: Always
press the attack, even as you defend. Let every parry be a strike that merely
intercepts the other’s sword on its path. Don’t cross swords with your opponent.
Swing only to cut.


Elias leapt at his adversary with an over-hand strike,
mimicking his form. The Senestrati stuck first, but Elias altered his arc so
that he made glancing contact with the other’s blade, so as to tilt it away
from his snaking torso, and continued his downward slice. The scimitar missed
his shoulder by a scant inch, but his blade cut the Senestrati from neck to
sternum.


The Handsman expirated a gurgle of blood as he sank to the
floor, yet Elias did not see it for he had already bounded through the door
leading into the next chamber.


†


Sarad exhaled a sigh of sublime bliss. He felt dark
clouds of fear billowing throughout the palace as the alarm rose. Not that it
would do the imbeciles any good now. His men had already been firmly in place
throughout the grounds before making themselves known. All that remained for
them was to systematically eliminate every soul that stood in their way. In the
aftermath of the massacre Sarad would offer to supplement the ravaged guard
with Knights Justicar, and easily as that Peidra would be his.


Sarad would wait until all but the queen’s honor guard were
dispatched before presenting himself to her, and thus at the moment of her
greatest despair reveal the architect of her doom. Until then let her cower in
the most exquisite of terror, wondering at the spider in her chamber that had
eluded her and her precious Marshal for so long.


Sarad had nothing if not a flair for the dramatic, and he
couldn’t resist indulging his favorite vice.


Sarad sent his will out amongst his soldiers: Bloody the
Marshal if you can, but see that he lives. Him, I want him for myself.


†


Danica cowered in the dark. She was unsure how far
she had come, but her feet were sore, bare, and sticky.


She had thought the cave would be a safe haven, but as
the ambient light faded she soon became lost. The dark felt dense, heavy and
alive, slithering against her skin.


Huddling against a damp wall she gasped, struggling to
breathe the viscous air. Panic rose thick in her throat and her heart thundered.
Despite the fact that there was no one to see her, she angrily wiped the tears
from her eyes, ashamed.


Danica fumbled through her skirt pockets desperately. She
sighed in relief as her hands closed around a match. Trembling, she struck it
against the cavern floor.


In such absolute darkness the tiny flame was a mighty
beacon. Yet, her happiness proved short lived, for the glow revealed a face she
knew—a demon’s countenance she could never forget.


“There you are, my love,” Slade said with a lupine grin. His
skin looked pale and waxy, his eyes sunken and black with madness, yet he
towered above her, very much alive. “What’s wrong,” he grated, stepping so
close she could taste his cloying breath and feel its fetid warmth, “Cat got
your tongue?”


Suddenly, she found herself naked with Slade sprawled on
top of her, licking her face, slowly, with a grey, swollen tongue. Danica
screamed.


“Come, love. My brethren await and I am anxious to be
reunited with them.” Slade snapped his teeth by her ear, and…


…Danica’s eyes opened, a banshee’s wail on her lips. She
quickly absorbed that she sat propped against a wall in her chambers at the
Palace and a wild-eyed Lar held her by the shoulders. “I say, stop shaking me
at once,” she said with all the nonchalance she could muster. Truth be told,
she had never been so glad to see Lar in her life.


“By the seven hells, woman!” said the normally stoic Lar. “You’re
fixin’ to wake the dead!”


Danica bit her tongue, for despite his stern tone, his eyes were
wide with worry. They looked at each other then, unabashedly, both aware that
she suffered from a dire affliction, and it was getting worse.


Danica looked away first, blinking away tears. Then a sense
of uneasiness stole over her, as if someone watched them from the shadows. She
shuddered and her breath caught in her throat as a tingling sensation rushed up
her spine and across her shoulders, spilling in waves up her neck, face, and
crown. Danica heard frantic voices and in her mind’s-eye flashed images of
guardsmen engaged with dark-clad scimitar wielding warriors. She blinked
rapidly as a burst of white light blinded her momentarily. Then she saw her
brother, chest heaving with exertion as he parried one continuous blow after
another as a horde of swordsmen closed in on him.


“Danica?”


“Quickly,” Danica said as she rose, “get your sword. Elias
is in trouble. The palace is under attack, as we speak.” Lar eyed her as she
tore off her shift and pulled on riding pants. She turned to him. “For the love
of God, Lar, if you’ve ever trusted me, trust me now!”


Scant a minute later, Lar met her in the hall, having donned
boots and ring mail and wielding a greatsword, which, after many hours of
training with the Redshields, he had adopted as his preferred weapon. Danica
turned her back to him, and he quickly cinched the studded leather armor her
brother had acquired for her. Without a further word spoken between them they
took off down the hallway at a flat run, fear and determination chasing close
behind.


†


Eithne Denar looked on as Bryn paced. She still wore
her long-practiced neutral expression, but her thoughts raced along with her
cousin, for when Ogden burst into her chambers after midnight, she didn’t need
him to tell her that the Sentinels wards had tripped to know that the dark hour
they had feared most had arrived: The Scarlet Hand had struck directly for the
heart of Galacia.


She prayed the Redshields and Galacian Regulars proved their
equal, but hope danced with fear in her bosom, for Galacia’s standing army was
but a mere shadow of what it once was, and even with all her efforts to recruit
more men, the ranks remained low, numbering some 25,000 swords, a quarter of
which had been recalled to Peidra. In any case, if the guard could not
safeguard her, her musings would prove moot for she would die before the Regulars
could be raised from the barracks they shared with the Blackshields on the east
side of the city.


“I should go and see if Ogden and Phinneas need help,” Bryn
said abruptly. She had stopped pacing, but bounced on her toes, consumed by an
energy she could not contain.


She started toward the door, but Captain Blackwell, who
stood sentry, offered no indication he intended to vacate his post. “My Lady,”
he said, “with your father’s last correspondence from Phyra two months ago and
now presumed missing, you and the queen are the last direct descendents of the
Denar line accounted for, and her grace has named no heir. By law…” he paused
and drew in a deep breath, “by law, if both of you perish the monarchy will
fall to House Oberon. The realm will fall into chaos—perhaps civil war. I am
sure that Ogden and Phinneas will return with their report as soon as they are
able.”


Bryn opened her mouth, a caustic retort on her lips and then
fell silent. She cocked her head to one side and took a step back on numb legs.
Her mind reeled. “You’re right we are the last blood descendents. The question
is how?”


“What do you mean?” asked Eithne.


Bryn turned to her cousin, and her queen. “Think about it. Your
father takes fever and dies leaving you the youngest Monarch in centuries. My
mother dies nursing your father, having caught the same sickness, the likes of
which the finest healers in Galacia couldn’t cure. She passes the illness onto
my father, who barely survives. Then, two years later, our fathers’ cousin
Jarvis and his children die in a mysterious fire at their hunting lodge.”


“Bloody Hell,” Eithne choked. “Five potential heirs, dead
within two years time. Could it be?”


Bryn’s face drained of color. “Those deaths were no accident
of fate,” she said with certainty. “This thing goes deeper then we had dared
fear. The Scarlet Hand has been systematically undermining the monarchy and eliminating
the Denar line for years.”


“And we would likely have remained clueless if it wasn’t for
a whiskey distiller and son of a retired marshal,” said the queen.


Bryn turned from Eithne and her thoughts went to Elias. She
wondered where the fledging Marshal was and how he fared. “Heaven’s own luck be
with you, Elias,” she whispered.


†


In the end it proved simple locating Elias. First
Danica and Lar followed the scrambling Redshields, then the trail of corpses,
and finally the din of pitched battle. They skittered to a halt at the hallway
that connected the courtier’s living quarters to the main thoroughfare that led
by north to the throne room, and by south to the great hall. Here where
security was the tightest bodies littered the floor in an orgy of gore. Tangles
of royal guardsmen lay strewn at impossible angles, bodies jagged with wounds,
faces blistered and blackened in grotesque parodies of human countenances, or
in some cases not a single wound but with the grey pallor of the long dead. Amidst
the Galacians some few men attired in loose, black pants and black tunics
numbered among the slain.


As the two stood aghast at the obscene carnage before them a
pair of northmen skidded to a stop, weapons poised to strike the stupefied
Danica and Lar.


Abruptly one of the northmen raised a hand to stay his
companions. “No,” he said and nodded at Danica, “this one bears the mark of House
Senestrati. Leave them.”


Without a further word the Ittamar vanished down the hall
toward the throne room.


The encounter snapping her from her stupor, Danica turned to
Lar and said, “The attack is pushing toward the throne room, and then on to
royal wing beyond and the queen’s Chambers.” Instead of following their
would-be attackers, Danica started in the other direction.


“We have to stop them,” Lar said as he chased after her, the
revulsion in his gut melting and giving way to red rage.


“The route they take passes through the inner courtyard and
onto to the main entrance to the throne room where the Whiteshields are
posted,” Danica managed around deep breaths as she ran as hard as she could. She
found herself revising her opinion on Elias’s mandate that they all adopt a
fitness and combat training regimen. “If we take the servants’ corridor…we can
approach the throne room…by the north entrance in almost half the distance…and
head them off.”


It’s what Elias would do, she added to herself.









Chapter 26


Unmasked


Elias gained the throne room via the servant’s entrance
to discover a handful of Ittamar barraging the reinforced, Sentinel-warded
doors that led to the queen’s wing with ragged blasts of puce magic. Some dozen
of the palace guard littered the floor, armor scorched or else rent by
enchanted steel. Blood collected on the marble flagstones in black pools.


Despite the lump of fear that coalesced into a hard, jagged
piece of rock in his chest the Marshal drew himself up to his full height and
took a step into the room. “You’re a far way from home,” he said casually, “I’m
sure you’re tired. Why don’t lay your arms down, Handsmen.”


The Northerners turned to him as one. One of the pale
figures laughed aloud and made a gesture with his hand as he uttered a guttural
word. The illusion warbled and then dissolved, revealing a group of men wearing
black tunics and black studded leather armor. Another of the uncovered Handsmen
slid out from his throng and said, “You are outnumbered. Surrender now and our
Lord may yet deign to take mercy on you.”


As the Senestrati spoke his eyes flicked to the northern
entrance. Elias followed his gaze and saw another half-dozen men with the
aspect of the Ittamar materialize from the court entrance to the throne room,
via the Crown’s Council Chamber. The Marshal turned back to his antagonist who said,
“You have lost Marshal. Kneel before your new masters or die where you stand.”


The solid mass of fear in Elias’s bosom melted into molten ore
in the sudden fire of his rage as he looked on the insolent face of the enemy that
had eluded him so long and cost him and his so very much. If he was to die this
day then he would sell his life dearly. “Not ever,” the Marshal said and
charged into battle.


As he tore toward his enemies Elias reached desperately
within, struggling to summon whatever power he might have at his disposal. His
grasp of the arcane was yet sparing at best, but he would need every last
resource at his disposal if he hoped to have a chance against so many.


Faced with certain death, a peculiar calm stole over Elias
and he slipped into a trancelike state. He reacted out of instinct, sliding
across the floor in long, sinuous strides, whirling and dipping to avoid a hail
of energy bolts, and cutting with each step. He didn’t so much as pause as he
swept through the Scarlet Hand’s ranks.


He heard his father’s voice echo in his mind, summoned
mystically from the deep recesses of his consciousness.


When you are outnumbered you must always take the
offense, because it will not be expected, and you must move in forms that are
unconventional. You cannot stop stepping from form to form for then your
enemies will close in on you and corner you. Maintain your momentum. Control
the flow of the battle.


Elias spun on a heel, crouching low, to parry a blow as a
masked figure snuck up on his flank. He resumed his forward course with a
couple of syncopated side steps, cutting out the legs of another combatant.


You needn’t strike a fatal blow to take a man out of the
fight. Such is the way in a large battle. When you don’t have the luxury of
engaging a single enemy, cut a wrist here, a knee there, or buy time with a
well placed kick. But remember this above all: Always step, and never, ever,
stop cutting.


Elias’s sword clashed with another in a shower of sparks as the
blue alloy of his blade met a Senestrati’s dark-tempered steel with concussive
force. He stepped in and to one side, redirecting his foe’s blade, throwing him
off balance, and then with a snapping kick crushed his adversary’s kneecap.


Elias tumbled around the reeling Senestrati and cut,
severing his sword arm at the elbow. He somersaulted to avoid a bolt of energy
and picked up a dark-steel short-sword with his free hand.


It is a sound strategy when facing overwhelming odds to
fight with two weapons: a long-sword in one hand and a short-sword in the
other. A weapon in the off-hand is better than a shield because it can also be
used to feint and strike and will not throw off your balance, causing your arm
to tire as quickly, or limit your mobility.


If you can master the Danse Mortum, the battle
trance, you will be able to engage two separate enemies simultaneously, one
with each weapon.


Elias glided around the throne room like a ghost, descending
deeper into the battle trance, his mind freed from conscious thought. He acted
out of instinct and intuition, out of muscle memory and reverse osmosis, as the
countless hours of training with his father and the lessons therein interred
blurred and merged together in a crimson haze.


In his mind’s-eye flashed a vision, long secreted away in
his subconscious mind: He saw himself as a child sitting on his bed
cross-legged. His child self stared blankly ahead, eyes fixed glassily on some
distant point. His father sat in a chair by his bedside and spoke slowly, as if
a professor lecturing to his class.


The vision had taken but a moment and departed as quickly as
it had come. Still within the throes of the trance the remembrance quickly
passed from his mind with the barest of curiosities, as if the thought had been
conjured by some entity other than himself.


The Danse Mortum played on without Elias missing a
beat.


Danica skidded into the throne room, Lar close on her heels.
She quickly absorbed the carnage before her, reminiscent of an etching she had
once seen in a book of scripture depicting the seventh layer of Hell. An orgy
of severed limbs and bodiless heads lay strewn amongst corpses glistening with
exposed sinew and muscle. The smell of burnt flesh lingered in the air,
evidenced by blackened, shriveled, and smoking remains.


Revulsion quickened her pulse, yet something dark in her
thrilled, buried in the primordial recesses of her psyche, and a near sexual
excitement rushed through her body. With her thoughts thus occupied, Slade’s
influence over her grew and his shade slithered from the shadows between worlds
and into her consciousness.


Danica choked on her breath, for amongst the dead her
brother whirled, his sword cutting in graceful, sweeping arcs. Blood spattered
his face and throat, coated his arms, and sprayed from the rhythmic swinging of
his blade. Danica sensed that something critical had changed in her brother.


Bolts of blue fire issued from beyond the ruined doors that
led to the royal wing, spurring Danica into action. The gorge in her throat
receded and she ran across the chamber, closing the gap between herself and
Elias.


She cried out his name, dimly aware of Lar’s great-sword
flashing in the periphery of her vision.


Elias, hearing her voice, startled. As his conscious mind reasserted
control over his body the trance broke. Elias faltered as an intense fatigue washed
over him. He lifted his sword to parry a scimitar, clenching his teeth with
effort as the muscles in his arm burned in protest.


A blow caught him between the shoulder blades and he crumpled
to the floor.


Danica howled a curse as dread stole through her. Elias
rolled across the floor and tried desperately to gain his feet as Senestrati
swarmed him. Terror gave way to a cold fury as waves of anger and hate tore
through Danica in a frigid river of black emotion.


She grasped the first combatant she encountered on the crown
of the head with her bare hand. A river of black emotion roiled in her and
poured out in torrents of fell energy. An inhuman croak issued from the
Senestrati as he shrank in on himself, withering like an over-ripened plum. He
crumpled to the ground, leaving a fistful of hair in Danica’s hand, revealing a
shiny, cancerous pate littered with age spots.


An electric rush stole up Danica’s spine and through her
center, eliciting an ecstatic moan. With a languid flick of her wrist she cast
out black spikes of fell energy, conjured with the ease of thought, which bore the
strength of steel and the substance of shadow. A handful of Senestrati fell,
impaled by the dread magic. Those that yet lived were unsanctimoniously hacked
down by Lar.


Elias gained his feet, troubled by the delighted smirk Danica
wore and doubly so by the black magic she had summoned with such apparent ease.
However, given the circumstances, Elias put the thought aside and said, “Quickly,
the royal wing has been breached, we have to get to the queen.”


The trio stole for the entrance to the royal wing, toward reinforced
doors which now lay in ruin, scrambling over the tangled heaps of fallen
guardsmen and Senestrati. Their reprieve, however, proved short lived for as
Elias checked their retreat he saw yet another wave of the invaders sweep into
the room, led, impossibly, by the pristine Sarad Minrengi, Prelate of the
Church of the one God.


The Prelate’s hair, teeth, and eyes gleamed, the latter with
an unholy light. Sarad had traded in his white robes for a black tunic and
loose black trousers that flared at the hem, several inches short of his
ankles.


Then several things happened at once: Sarad extended his
hand, casting out a cone of indigo energy; a dozen Senestrati fanned out into
the throne room; “Get down, Elias!” someone cried.


A near diaphanous shield of energy formed in front of the
Marshal as he threw himself to a knee and intercepted the false Prelate’s blast
of magic. Elias looked behind him to discover that Ogden, Phinneas, and Captain
Blackwell had joined the fray from the royal wing even as his party had sought escape
into it.


“Elias...get...behind...me,” Ogden rasped between clenched
teeth.


Elias turned back to the shield Ogden had erected and saw
the wizard quickly losing ground to the Prelate. Elias was currently situated
between the shield and Ogden and if he didn’t move he would soon fall victim to
Sarad’s cone of indigo magic as Ogden’s shield was repelled ever backward.


Elias knew at once that that Odgen was no match for the
rapacious necromancer that had so eluded them, and in single combat the wizard
would fall, leaving the royal wing and the queen vulnerable. That was something
that Elias could not allow.


A ball of lead settled in his stomach and with a cold
certainty he knew what must be done.


Elias cast a last glance behind him and locked eyes with
Danica, who struggled to reach him even as Lar held her fast. No words came to
him, so he offered her a wan smile and a wink.


Elias Duana tore his eyes away from his sister and raised
his sword. He slipped into the void and relinquished his unconscious hold on
the dam in his mind that restrained his power. He surrendered to it and let the
magic flow through him.


He drove his sword into the granite flagstones. As the
enchanted steel met the stone he willed the stored magic from the energy barrier
he had absorbed to release. As he did so Elias cycled his own innate power into
the flow, augmenting it and increasing its strength by magnitudes.


Thus, Elias created a barrier, a wall of nearly impenetrable
force, more powerful yet than the one he had encountered outside his chambers. However,
he did not erect the barrier in front of him, for the confluence of Sarad and
Odgen’s magic would have disrupted his spell, so he instead cast the barrier
behind him, inside the doorway, thereby barring his own retreat and cutting
himself off from his allies.


Elias had succeeded in sealing the royal wing, but with
himself on the wrong side of the barrier.


Ogden’s spell winked out, and Sarad drew back his power and
cast an appraising look at the Marshal and his forcefield.


Elias slowly looked up and drew himself to his full height.
He knew that he had met the hour of his death. All that remained for him now
was to sell his life as dearly as possible so that he could purchase his allies
precious time with which to escape the palace.


Sarad raised a hand, bringing his advancing minions to a
halt, as Elias fixed his stony gaze upon him. The Marshal’s face betrayed no
emotion, but his eyes seemed to flicker and glower with preternatural energies.


“So,” Elias said, “it was you.”


“Yes,” Sarad answered without malice, “I am the Scarlet Hand.”


“Evil wears many masks, none as insidious as that of
virtue,” Elias said as he leaned on his sword, feigning exhaustion. Rage tore
through him, banishing his fatigue and hardening him for this, his final
battle.


Sarad sighed and folded his hands benignly. He had dreamed
of this moment ever since he had become aware of the prodigious upstart from
the south. Yet now that he had won and had the Marshal at his mercy, his
bloodlust cooled for he realized he could use a man like Duana. “We needn’t be
enemies, Duana. Evil is a simpletons concept—one designed to maintain order and
keep the masses docile. It is but a word that designates a difference of
opinion, opposed view points and values, a way to justify one’s actions. Good,
Evil, they do not exist except in our minds. My masters want the same thing you
want—they want what was taken from them back. Put up your sword, Elias.” Sarad
spread his hands and smiled thinly, a smile that spoke volumes: this has all
been a misunderstanding; we’re the same really, you and I.


A tingling sensation crept up Elias’s neck and spread across
the crown of his head, but he didn’t need the tell-tale pins-and-needles to
know that Sarad covertly worked his magic to subvert his will. He sensed a
feather light alien presence push at his thoughts and discerned an alteration
in the quality of Sarad’s voice.


Elias envisioned a stone wall in his mind, impenetrable and
unyielding, and poured his will into the image, creating a steadfast ward for
his psyche.


Sarad’s probe expunged from Elias’s consciousness abruptly
causing a slight backlash, which gave rise to a sharp pain in his temples and a
brief disorienting of his senses. Sarad did not allow Elias to witness his
discomfort, and only raised an eyebrow in response. The boy has some talent, he
mused.


“My boy, don’t waste your life. You have such promise,”
Sarad said, voicing his sincere thoughts. “Nations have survived coups before. It
was never our intention to eradicate everyone from the old regime. We still
need a country to rule.”


Elias responded by raising his sword and shifting his weight
to the balls of his feet, readying himself for battle.


“You are outnumbered thirteen to one, you cannot hope to
stand against so many.”


“Nevertheless,” Elias said, then charged.
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Captain Blackwell struggled to contain the fury that
was Danica Duana in his arms and advance at the same time. It proved a losing
battle.


Lar, Phinneas, and Ogden looked on, mutely, each numbed with
shock. A drawn Eithne turned on her heels and slapped Danica, hard.


“How dare you!” Danica spat, hysterical tears pouring into
her mouth and rolling off her chin.


“No,” said Eithne, “How dare you. Your brother sacrificed
himself to save our lives. If you die here his sacrifice is in vain, and I
won’t allow that. We must survive and escape so that we can sow our vengeance. We
cannot let the Scarlet Hand win and House Senestrati return.”


Danica ceased struggling and her eyes became cold green
stones. “Give me your word that you will see them dead. All of them.”


“You have it. The people of Galacia will remember this day. They
will remember the name Elias Duana.”


Bryn watched the interchange numbly. Then a sharp twinge of
pain rose in her chest as what she hadn’t allowed herself to think broke
through the deep silence in her mind that shock had erected—the man she loved
was dead.
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With a casual flick of his wrist, Sarad cast a white
beam of energy speckled with bruise colored flecks at the charging Elias.


Elias did not slow his charge as he swung his sword to
intercept Sarad’s incinerating attack. He focused his will on the blade, and
instead of absorbing the fell magic, he channeled it, instantly returning the
blast at Sarad even as he surged forward.


Sarad, utterly unprepared for the counter attack, barely
raised his hand in time, his flesh blackening and smoking in exquisite agony as
he struggled to shield himself from the mélange of arcane energy. The force of
his initial attack had gained momentum and strength in magnitudes as Elias had
shaped it with his own power.


With supreme effort, Sarad recycled the magic and pushed it
back at Elias, who advanced now as if wading through quicksand, once again
channeling the raw force through his blade. Thus they were caught in a contest
of wills for long seconds, which felt like hours to the arcanists as the
gravity of their magic warped their perception of time.


It was to remain forever undecided as to who the eventual
victor would have been, for Sarad growled a command between clenched teeth and
his masked minions swarmed Elias.


As they closed, Elias screamed, railing at his impotence. Then
an improbable idea sprang into his mind, but he knew it was his only chance. Dropping
into a deep crouch, he released his grip on his sword and threw himself into a
somersault, driving his shoulder into one of his impending attacker’s legs and
sending him sprawling. The river of magic, his sword in tow, washed past him, over
his head, and rendered two of the flanking Senestrati to ash. As Elias gained
his feet he drew the long, thin dagger Bryn had given him.


Sarad had already recovered and presently directed a bolt of
inky energy at Elias with his fleeting strength, yet he was too late. As the
bolt left his hand he looked down to see an ornate dagger hilt jutting from his
chest, just below his left collar-bone. He touched a hand to the wound and
looked stupidly at the blood on his fingers. Sarad observed with some surprise
that he was on his knees. The last thing he saw before losing consciousness was
Elias Duana, also on his knees, blood trickling down his brow, a scorch mark on
his duster, and a wry smile playing across his lips.


Talinus, immensely pleased with himself that his gambit had
paid off, materialized as Duana fell onto his face and went inert. “Stay your
hand, imbeciles,” he rasped, “your master wants him alive! Now tend to your
Lord, even now he is dying.”


Sleep well Marshal, thought the Imp, I have such plans
for you.









Chapter 27


The Man Without a Face


Elias struggled to open his eyes. As his eyelids
fluttered he detected the blurred features of a stone chamber cast in grey and
shadowy tones. He knew it imperative that he wake, yet he was unable to
remember why.


He tried to move but could not, somehow trapped between the
waking world and the realm of dream. A din of voices resounded in his head,
quiet yet insistent. A feminine voice separated from the throng, gentle yet
firm: ...Elias...fight the shadow...do not slip into darkness...


Elias focused on flexing his fingers and toes and his
consciousness shifted abruptly, struggling against an oppressive weight. His
eyes snapped opened as a sharp gasp escaped his lips.


Red pain lanced through him like liquid fire. Muscles he
didn’t know he had burned and groaned in protest. His head pulsed and throbbed,
his vision narrowing and expanding with each ebb and flow of the blood
thundering through his skull.


Instinctively, he rolled onto his side. His sight became
overwhelmed by pinpricks of light and he vomited. Once his stomach had emptied
of bile he dry heaved. Each rasping cough wracked his torso with pain,
aggravating his bruised and broken ribs.


When the dry heaves ceased and his vision cleared he saw a
squat, shadowed figure crouched outside the single, spare and barred window
high on the far wall. Red eyes, ablaze with preternatural energy regarded him
candidly, unblinking. Ordinarily, fear would have quickened his heart in the
presence of such an ominous threat, but exhaustion and the agony of his
injuries had bred an apathy in him and only curiosity remained. He met the gaze
of the entity on the other side of the window.


Darkness blurred the line of the figure and Elias could
discern little detail, but he judged the creature to be compact, for though it
crouched on the outside sill, the window was meager, some three feet high, and
less than that in width, yet the creature was of a size to peer in at him. The
diminutive creature cocked his head and a sound issued from it that was
reminiscent of a cat’s purr, and for some reason that he couldn’t identify that
unsettled Elias more than the scarlet eyes that held him transfixed.


Elias struggled to rise and pain lanced through his torso
and stars danced before his field of vision as his grasp on consciousness fled.
Stubborn yet to his core, he rose to his knees and then met resistance. Dumfounded,
he looked to his hands and by the scant ambient light discovered that manacles
bound his wrists to the floor via thick chains.


Elias looked up to the window. The scarlet of the eyes narrowed,
hooded by heavy lids, and Elias thought he almost detected a skosh of sympathy
in that fiery gaze.


Thus bemused, Elias teetered on his knees and crashed onto
his back, unconscious before he hit the floor.
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When Elias next awoke he had regained some control over
his faculties. His bodily injuries, however, were another matter. His legs
ached, having been awkwardly folded beneath him in his fitful sleep; his neck
and shoulders were stiff and knotted; his head throbbed as if his heart had
been relocated to his skull; his torso screamed in agony along his ribcage and
his sternum burned in fiery pain with each ragged breath.


Elias assessed his situation. He had been divested of all
his effects. Along with his duster and sword his shirt, shoes, and socks had
been taken, leaving him bare-chested and barefoot. The manacles, which gripped
his wrists fast, left him little room to maneuver as their chains were attached
to hooks on the floor diametrically opposed to each other on either side of the
small chamber. They allowed only slack enough for him to sit or rise to his
knees. Either one of these actions pulled the chains taut, causing the manacles
to cut into his wrists and his shoulders to groan and pop in protest.


Elias sat back on his haunches and wondered why he was still
alive. He had been sure he had met his death in the throne room. The fact that
he yet lived, Elias mused, was not cause for celebration as he had scant hope
of escape and undoubtedly long hours of torture to look forward to. He prayed
his allies were not foolish enough to attempt his rescue.


As Elias’s thoughts turned to Danica, Lar, Phinneas, and his
new friends and mentors Ogden, Bryn, and the queen, tears pooled in his eyes. Desperation
and anxiety sparked an intense, slow burning anger when Elias thought of all he
had lost at the hands of the Scarlet Hand. What nettled him most was the
knowledge that the architect of his doom had been hiding in plain sight the
whole time, masked as the Prelate of the Church of the One God.


Elias found a grim solace in the fact that he had struck a
final blow against Mirengi. He dared to hope that blow had been fatal. If he
had slain the dark Lord of the Scarlet Hand then he could at least find some
peace in death. More than that, he had given his comrades a chance to escape,
and thereby there remained the seed of hope that they could one day take back
the capital and drive Galacia’s ancestral enemy from their homeland once and
for all. If the Denar line yet lived, then a chance remained that the shadow of
the Senestrati could yet be turned back.


The answer as to whether or not Sarad Mirengi lived would
remain unanswered for several days. Elias anxiously awaited his captors to show
themselves, but several days had passed without any encounter. His only gauge
of time was the window which permitted some few slants of light during the
daylight hours to cut the oppressive gloom of his cell.


The windowless door had not been opened once, and he guessed
he had gone three days without food or drink. He reasoned his captors were
trying to wear down his resolve and weaken him prior to his eventual torture
and execution. Well Elias Duana was damned if he was going to let the
Senestrati break him.


Elias’s thoughts wandered to what little he knew of torture.
He had asked his father about it once and the distiller had said that all men
break under torture, eventually. Many a man had confessed to crimes he never committed
under the duress of a skilled torturer, simply to end the agony.


Elias tried to hold onto his anger and let that sustain him,
but the countless hours began to weigh on him, gathering gravity with each
passing moment. At times he felt the walls of the stuffy chamber closing in on
him and he couldn’t breathe. His heart fluttered weakly in his chest and then
beat so rapidly he feared it would burst. He had to focus on his training with
Ogden and drop into the calm meditative state he learned from the wizard to
stave off the panic and despair that threatened his sanity. He needed to
maintain his wits as long as possible to resist breaking under torture and die
with some shred of dignity intact.


Death. When Elias faced down Sarad in the throne room he held
no illusions that he would survive the encounter, but nor did he have time to
dwell on his mortality or what lay beyond—an afterlife or oblivion. Now he had
nothing but time to ruminate upon his demise. After Asa and his father died and
his tidy little world had been crushed to pieces, Elias had often wished that
he had perished with them that day. All that had sustained him was his sister
and his quest for vengeance, and when he set out on his mission he cared not
that it might claim his life, indeed he assumed it would. However, here, lying
in the dark, alone, famished, doomed, Elias discovered that he wanted to live
despite all he had lost.


A wild tumult of emotions raged through him, from despair to
hysteria. Elias pulled at his chains, his muscles flexing and bulging with
effort, and howled a deep, visceral scream that rebounded off the walls with
arcane force. The dust of powdered mortar flitted around the cell, illuminated by
the slants of light that sliced through the twilit gloom like spectral blades.


“Come, then!” Elias roared. “Face me you cowards and let us
be done with it!”


Much to Elias’s surprise, before long he heard the jingle of
keys and the door opened, letting in the orange glow of torchlight. To Elias’s
light deprived eyes the torch might well have been the midday sun. He heard the
scrape of boots on the stone floor and then silence. When his eyes adjusted to
the light he looked up, blinking away tears, and saw a man clad in a dark tunic
and loose fitting pants standing before him. The exotic-featured man peered at
him with almond shaped eyes and a countenance devoid of expression.


Elias opened his mouth to speak but a disembodied voice
preempted him. “Are you so eager to die, Elias Duana, that you would waste your
fledging strength summoning me?” A figure emerged from the darkness at the
torch’s fringe. Elias startled that he hadn’t seen the hooded person, for his
eyes were well adjusted to the dark. The shadows gathered around the man like a
cloak, fluid, flowing like water, and blurred his line, lending him the
insubstantial aspect of a wraith.


“Mirengi,” Elias said, doubtless as to the identity of the
threatening presence.


“You will find you are quite powerless now, my friend,” the
false prelate said. As if on cue, the torch bearer directed the light at the
stone beneath the kneeling Elias. The flickering flame revealed a spell-circle
laden with arcane sigils drawn on the floor in a crimson paint. Elias knelt at
the circle’s center at the crux of intersecting lines. “Your magic is sealed.”


Elias made no reply. He held his head up and met Sarad’s
gaze, unflinching.


“First,” Sarad said, “you will tell me with what command
word, or by what means, I can use to move your sword. It is an eye-sore.”


Elias barked a laugh. “Water,” he croaked. “I can hardly
speak.” True, he had a powerful thirst, but his chief purpose was to buy some
time. Elias found himself perplexed by Sarad’s query. He did not utilize a
command word or any spell to wield his sword, yet Sarad indicated that for some
reason he and his minions could not remove Elias’s sword from where it had
fallen. Elias filed the information away, though he doubted it would do him any
good in his present situation.


Sarad crouched and leaned into the circle. He took Elias’s
chin in one hand and with the other brought a drencher of water to the
Marshal’s lips. The gesture was oddly gentle, which somehow unnerved Elias all
the more.


Even as Sarad crouched close to him, Elias couldn’t see the Necromancer’s
face. Shadows coalesced around the fell wizard, thick and opaque as tar. A
peculiar, cloying odor reminiscent of putrid cream lingered in his wake, faint
yet persistent.


“Now,” said Sarad, “of the sword. Do not think to trick me. I
can sense deceit with ease.”


Elias licked his cracked lips and wondered if detecting lies
truly was part of Sarad’s repertoire. Considering what he had seen from the
false Prelate thus far, it seemed likely. “I will not tell you how to master
the blade,” Elias said.


Sarad nodded, unsurprised by his captive’s response. He
extended an index finger and a ray of icy energy shot from his hand and stole
the breath from Elias. The fell magic struck him in the clot of bruises amassed
around his sternum. Elias crumpled to the floor in exquisite agony as his days
old wound, received from Sarad’s bolt of dark magic in the throne room,
throbbed with renewed gusto.


“You will tell me!” Sarad all but screamed, his calm façade dissolving.


Elias struggled to breathe, convulsing as pain wracked his
torso with each ragged gasp for breath. He could feel black rage rolling off
Sarad in palpable waves. The wizard had lost control. Elias made a grim
decision. “You haven’t what it takes to break me, you miserable cur.”


Sarad grew still, but his voice quavered when he spoke. “We’ll
see,” he said. He thrust splayed hands at the downed Marshal. Purple energy
gathered in his hands and then discharged in a blast of black lightning.


Elias held his breath and surrendered as the fell
electricity rush through him. The initial pain faded momentarily and in its
wake came a sensation of numbness as all of the muscles in his body convulsed
and twitched of their own accord. His vision narrowed to a tunnel, then a
pinprick.


“My Lord, you’re killing him!” someone cried. “We need him
alive! Don’t you see, he wants to die so as not to give up his secrets!”


“You dare to question me, imp!” Sarad growled, but he ceased
his attack.


“No. Not ever, my liege. However, I do not wish to see this
scum get off so easily,” added Sarad’s clever familiar.


Sarad drew in a deep breath and willed his blind wrath to
recede. He realized his hands shook and he clenched them into fists. “Indeed. My
intention was merely to bring him within an inch of his death.”


“You are most wise, my lord.”


Elias struggled to pry his eyelids open but they felt laden
with sand and he saw only lazily fluttering dots of light. Panic rose thick in
his throat. He had prepared himself for death, not blindness. He blinked and
strained to focus. Slowly shadows began to form between the false stars. Elias
saw a squat form crouching some feet away that seemed vaguely familiar but then
a boot stamped down in front of his face and he lost the thought. With titanic
effort Elias turned his head and the stars crashed back into his field of
vision tenfold; before they cleared a sledgehammer of force crushed into his
skull and he knew no more.
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Elias was drowning. He sputtered and flailed his arms
in a pathetic attempt to swim only to discover that his arms were bound. He
tried to cough but instead inhaled more water. Elias kicked and writhed.


Then someone booted him in the ribs.


Elias’s eyes groaned open. Sarad crouched over him with a
bucket in his hands and said, “Good. You’re awake.”


Elias licked his lips. “Really?”


Sarad chuckled. “Surprised to find yourself alive, Marshal? You
didn’t think you’d get away from me that easily did you?”


“No. I meant the bucket. Really? A bucket of water? I
expected you would use magic to rouse me, or something more elegant,
not...this...” Elias somehow managed to shrug despite his chains.


“Your attempts to elicit a reaction from me are in vain, I’m
afraid. I have long ago sold my soul. Yet I warn you to think long and hard
before you trifle with me.”


Elias looked up at his captor. He could feel menace oozing
out from Sarad and sensed the dark energies that swarmed around him. He felt at
once very, very cold, as if the mere presence of the fell wizard sucked all the
heat from the room and his body alike. Sarad had the cowl of his robes pulled
up over his head, his countenance concealed under the veil of a preternatural
darkness, for not the barest scintilla of light touched upon his face.


Elias willed himself into a state of quasi meditation, first
dropping his awareness within himself, seeking the void as he had practiced in
painstaking hour upon hour with Ogden, and then reached out with his senses to
probe Sarad. He at once felt carefully restrained rage spilling out from the
Senestrati and something else: an acrid, sharp, metallic sensation that left a
peculiar taste in his mouth—fear.


“No,” said Elias. “I fear you mistake yourself, Sarad. Anger
fuels your every thought. You are beside yourself that the Denar line yet
lives, having escaped your careful, clever snare, for you need the queen’s
blood to break the geas that binds your masters.” Elias read in the stiffening
of Mirengi’s posture that the deduction he had made on the night of the coup
was correct.


“You have not yet won,” Elias taunted, “and both you and
your masters know it.”


“Enough!” Sarad hissed and with a swing of his arm sent a
bolt of icy energy into Elias.


The Marshal fell onto his back and felt his heart stutter. He
focused his will on making it beat. Despite the fact that his plan had been to
goad Sarad into killing him, his natural instinct was to fight for survival.


Elias recovered momentarily to find Sarad perched on his
chest, pressing his eye-less stare into him. “I can tear the information I need
from your mind, boy, but it would save us both a great headache if you
cooperate. If you do I give my word that your death will be swift and
painless.”


“Why do you hide your face, Sarad? I have seen your visage
before, or was that an illusion?” Before he finished speaking Elias felt a
weight boring into him, pushing through his skull. He resisted at once, but fatigue
had weakened his reflexes and his resolve. When he realized Sarad’s intention
his pulse quickened and his mind cleared as a psychic force tore through him.


“Your desperation only fuels my magic!” Sarad snarled.


Elias bristled. He stiffened beneath Sarad. It was not
desperation that moved through him but rage, the equal of Sarad’s but born of
an utterly different source. As Elias often experienced, in the presence of so
much arcane energy, his perception of time slowed. Discordant images flashed in
his mind’s-eye as he felt himself slip from reality into the timeless,
spaceless depths of his psyche.


He saw his father turn to look at him over a shoulder, lips
pressed to a thin line, head held high, eyes shining wetly as he looked upon
his son for the last time as the carriage carried him away.


He looked down at Asa’s face as he cradled her slight form. Crimson,
almost black, blood splattered her creamy throat and tangled in her golden
hair. The light faded from her round, blue eyes, as the coppery aroma of blood
filled his nostrils.


He stepped through a doorway, his boots sticking in the
combined offal of sweat, urine, and congealed blood. Danica lay naked and bound
atop the table in seeming death, desecrated by the sigils of the enemy branded
deep into her flesh, and her soul.


Resolve born of outrage stole over Elias Duana. To perish
here, desperate and unavenged, after all the evil perpetrated by this man and
his cursed order, was more than he could bear. He couldn’t allow Sarad victory.
So, Elias decided that he would not die after all.


Elias seized his indignation and the immortal strength that
inundated his soul and used it as tinder for the inferno of his magic, even as
Sarad rifled through his thoughts and memories. Elias envisioned a wall of raw
energy surrounding his skull.


Sarad pulled back, scorched by Elias’s magic, for while he
had bound Elias’s power and barred him from exerting it in the world, he could
yet exert his might within his own mind. Elias did not retreat. He did not
hold. He pushed forward, into the breach, into the vacuum left behind, as Sarad
withdrew his consciousness from Elias’s psyche. He sank into Sarad’s mind
spitting the fire of his fury all the way…


...Sarad Mirengi knelt before a circular mirror set into
an obsidian flagstone, reflecting a dim, orange candle glow as the sole source
of light. A child’s face looked back at him, tight with dread.


“Speak the name,” a voice said behind him, close to his
ear. “You must say it thrice.”


Sarad licked his lips. “I’m afraid,” he said.


“Fear is the refuge of the weak. Speak the name!”


“I...I can’t.”


“You will!”


A sharp, icy pain sprang into his right shoulder blade. The
pain radiated in waves, spreading rapidly throughout the entirety of his body. It
felt like he had been cast into a body of frigid, arctic water.


“Do not forsake your teachings! Summon the demon! Otherwise
your life will be forfeit!”


“Talinus Baelorus,” Sarad cried in a shrill, brittle
voice. “Talinus Bae…lor…us!” As Sarad spoke the name the second time the words
came with a great effort as if something pushed against his mind making it an
effort of will to form the syllables and utter them. As he prepared for the
third and final utterance a nigh unbearable pressure built in his head and
bands of force wrapped his throat, choking off his voice.


“Speak the entity’s true name or die!”


Sarad struggled against the roar in his skull and with a
hoarse rasp spat out the name for the third and final time. “TA-L-I-NUS
BAE-LO-R-US!”


A black vortex of fire erupted from out the mirror. An
inhuman howl echoed into the silence of the chamber as the demon took shape in
the infernal fire. Crimson, malevolent eyes pierced Sarad and the fiend spoke
directly into his mind: release me and live! The dark entity tested the
invisible barrier that contained him, but found it impenetrable. The enchanted
circle of the mirror held him fast.


“You are ensnared demon and bound to do my bidding,”
Sarad said, but the quaver in his voice belied the conviction of his words.


“Incorrect,” said the demon. “You have trapped me in this
spell-circle. You must bargain for my service. We must strike a compact.”


“I compel you for I know your true name!” Sarad looked to
his mentor, but his master only looked on stoically.


The entity chuckled. “True names are a finicky thing,
young necromancer,” the demon said conversationally. “You must pronounce every
syllable precisely and with enough will to empower your knowledge, and I must
identify myself enough with the name to be beholden to it. Otherwise summoning
the damned would become daily occurrences every time a fledging wizard
uncovered a moldy tome. You have not complete power over me, although I must
confess you have me tidily bound.”


“So...” Sarad said stupidly.


“So, we strike a deal. For the price of my service I
demand release from this circle, and a wage of blood. Your master’s should do
nicely, I think.” The demons visage grew dark once more. His gaping grin
revealed rows of sharp, yellow teeth, and his eyelids narrowed, compressing the
red-black coals of his eyes.


Sarad turned to the robed and hooded figure behind him
with the scarred face. His master began to draw sigils in the air with his
fingers, a spell on his lips.


“Done,” Sarad said. “Farewell, father.”


The demon tore out of the circle in a pounce empowered by
its leathery wings and onto the retreating wizard. The wet sounds of flesh
being rent from bone filled the chamber...


Sarad resisted Elias’s intrusion into his thoughts and
struggled to redirect him, to push him away. The fell wizard, however, found
himself unable to focus his will completely, his mind clouded by doubt, fear,
and rage, the source of which Elias was about to see as he crashed through his
nemesis’ memories.


...Sarad howled a banshee’s wail and convulsed on the bed
as his soul was forced back into his body through the red hole in his chest.


Seizures wracked Sarad as dark magic poured into him and
forced animation back into organs that had shut down. His senses began to
return. First, he smelt burning flesh. Next, he heard the thrum of raw energy
and the sizzle of bacon. His eyes focused and he saw four of his acolytes
standing over him. Black and purple lightning arced from their fingers and
forked into him, sending dozens of rippling waves of electricity across his
livid skin.


Sarad tried to speak, to call out, but his tongue was
swollen and burnt like a bloated worm too long in the sun and he only managed
an inarticulate rasp. Abruptly the spell snapped off with a pop.


He felt otherworldly eyes upon him and he turned his
head, despite his protesting spine. Talinus grinned a toothy smile at him and
said, “I think we lost you for a minute there, my Lord.”


Sarad’s vision began to fade and with it his grip on
consciousness. He heard a voice say, “Will he live?” Another answered, “I don’t
know. He’s lost a lot of blood. We’ve done all we can, the rest is up to
him.”...


With an adrenal burst of anger Sarad cast the memory aside
and struggled against Elias. The two engaged in a contest of wills. Elias, new
to such psychic battles, acted on instinct and his father’s basic precepts of
battle: always move, always cut and when there’s no way out, push further in. So,
he pushed against Sarad with all his might, all his will.


Elias felt Sarad give way grudgingly, and as he did so
images flashed in his mind’s-eye—vignettes of torment and suffering as Sarad
lay in his sick bed wracked by fever, too weak to rise and relieve himself. Elias
felt Sarad’s horror and disgust as he looked upon a body littered with blisters
and lividity from the fell magic that had literally shocked him back to life. Inexpressible
rage overcame him as he gazed into the looking glass and beheld the ravaged
remains of his once beautiful face. Thick, lustrous hair had been scorched
away, leaving patches of coarse, singed stubble; dark and shining eyes had
withdrawn into his skull, obscured by milky cataracts; full, smooth skin stretched
paper-thin and pocked with scars and blisters; wide, generous lips shrunken and
turned the purple of rotten plums.


It was then that Elias learned his nemesis’ weakness:
vanity.


If the Marshal could exploit this advantage, there may yet
be hope for him. Satisfied that he had learned what he could from his
disorienting foray into Sarad’s psyche, and tiring rapidly from his efforts,
Elias pulled back, willing his consciousness back into his own body. As he did
so, visceral pain overcame his senses once more, but Elias took a grim
satisfaction in the knowledge that he suffered no more than his tormentor had. Thus
bolstered, Elias ignored his pain and cast Sarad off him with a heave of his
legs and rolled himself into a crouching position.


Sarad regained his faculties momentarily and hunkered,
crouched outside of Elias’s reach. “You have been trained well,” he said, “but
it will not avail you.”


“I thought you left me alone here for days because you were
putting me on ice. Now I know your secret. I know why you hide in those robes,
cloaked in dark magic. A shining patriarch you are no more.”


Sarad grew still. “Before you die know this: I will scour
the kingdom and hunt down each and every one of your comrades. Not a single
thing will capture my attention until I have them all. I will torment them with
every dark art of Senestrati lore. Their agony shall know no equal, and special
attention will I pay to that slattern you call sister. Then I will go to that
backwater you hail from and raze it to the ground. I will leave nothing—not a
single blade of grass—left alive and then I will sow the scorched earth with
salt.


“With blood-magic I will discover any that can claim kinship
to you and wipe them and their seed from this land. When I am done no one will
remember the name Duana. It will be as if you never existed at all.”


“Yet you will still have no face.”


Sarad gathered a clot of inky energy in his hands, drawing
on the black reservoir of his hate, and launched himself at Elias. He could
have struck the Marshal down from where he was but he was overcome by a
consuming need to wring the life from his nemesis with his hands.


Elias, prepared for Sarad’s attack, waited until the necromancer
closed on him and threw himself backward, out of his crouch, and with a
scissoring kick, swept the legs out from underneath Sarad. The fell wizard
tumbled to the ground, throwing out his hands instinctively to catch himself, and
thus loosened a torrent of explosive magic into the granite beneath them. As
the pair were showered in shards of fractured stone, the circle of binding
etched into the floor, which imprisoned Elias and his magic, sundered with an
audible pop and a wild discharge of sparks.


Sarad reeled, stunned by the backlash of his own fell power.
Meanwhile, Elias reflexively channeled his own magic, his efforts fueled by
desperation and fear. He fed raw arcane energy into the chains that bound him
even as Sarad regained his senses and made for the door.


Once out of Elias’s reach Sarad turned on him, hands screwed
up into claws, a death curse on his lips. Elias, sensing his peril, bellowed
and strained against his chains, caught halfway between a crouch and standing. The
links glowed the incandescent red of forge-hot iron. Every muscle in Elias’s
body burned and flexed as he strained against the enchanted shackles.


Sarad’s voice gathered volume and echoed with power as his
chant reached crescendo, and Elias knew his death was on those lips, mere heartbeats
away. The links of the ensorcelled chain stretched and with a final grunt of
effort they gave way and Elias exploded into a lunge even as a black mist began
to curl out from Sarad’s mouth.


Utilizing the coiled energy released when he broke free,
Elias threw all of his momentum into swinging the chain. The lambent links whipped
through the air like a serpent of fire. The near molten links of the impromptu
chain-whip tore into Sarad’s face.


Sarad’s spell died on his lips. The chain, heavy with the
gravity of enchanted iron and Elias’s magic, snapped his head to the side, gouging
him from temple to chin even as it cauterized the wound, and sent him hurtling
to the floor.


Elias wound the chains around his hands, keeping a wary eye
on the felled Sarad, and crept forward. The scent of burning flesh—his—tickled
his nostrils, yet he felt no pain. He was beyond pain. He swung the smoldering
chains in a flurry. Sarad’s robes and skin peeled away beneath the blows.


Elias stood over his enemy. Sarad looked up at him with
glittering, granite-black eyes, the muscles in his face slack, his expression
flat, apathetic. Elias knew in that instant that Sarad had been beaten. The necromancer’s
resources—his magic and his will—had been drained. If he struck now, Sarad
Mirengi would die.


Yet, Elias stayed his hand. When he questioned himself—as he
would many times in the years to come—afterward as to what precisely had stayed
his hand, he would remain forever unable to articulate why. His best
guess upon further reflection was that having been inside Sarad’s head and
privy to his thoughts had changed him in some subtle way. As Elias looked down
on the ruined face of his enemy and his smoking wounds, a profound ice-numb
weariness stole over him, not a bodily fatigue but of something more essential,
although, again, he couldn’t put a name to it. The molten core of his rage winked
out.


This man, this false Prelate, deserved to die. Countless
innocents had perished at his hands and he and his brethren would see this land
dismantled and rebuilt in their own dark image. Killing him was the right thing
to do. It needed to be done. And yet Elias could not raise his hand to deliver
the final blow.


“The flaw of your kind is the inability to make hard
decisions,” Sarad said as his black will and power returned to him in the
presence of Elias’s impotence, and a plan sprung into his mind. “You want to
rule but don’t wish to stain your hands with blood.”


Elias, consumed by a sudden fatigue that turned his guts to
sand, drew into himself as Sarad uttered a sibilant string of fricatives, and
erected an energy shield before him, but he misread the necromancer’s
intention, for no attack came. Instead, Sarad cocooned himself in a cloud of
black smoke that poured from his mouth. The necromancer dissolved into the
ashen mist, which then swirled about Elias, slipping around his shield, and
slithered underneath the door and was gone.


Elias coughed as he inhaled the fine sooty dust that Sarad
left in his wake.


Alarmed by the mist that crept down the hall, two sentries
burst into the chamber with drawn steel and spells on their lips. Elias, who
had slipped into a trancelike state, watched the advancing figures with
detachment. They moved honey-in-winter slow and words born of frost trickled
from their lips.


Elias, motivated purely by reflex, countered frost with
flame. “Feora,” he said, as a vague memory flitted across his consciousness. Fire,
liquid and golden, exploded through his mind, stole his sight momentarily, and
gave a semblance of clarity back to his thoughts.


A detonation like dynamite hurled Elias against a wall. When
the haze cleared, or when his eyes regained their function—Elias didn’t know
which came first—he discovered the other two men were gone and with them the
door and a portion of the archway.


He stumbled out of his cell and into the corridor where he
found the charred and shrunken remains of Sarad’s acolytes. Their desiccated
hands still grasped their scimitars. Blackened and hot to the touch, the swords
still held their form and edge, attributable, Elias assumed, to some
enchantment.


He paused as a series of dry coughs overcame him. He pulled
a hand sprinkled with ash from a mouth thick with the acrid taste of sulfur. His
contemplation of this oddity proved brief, though he knew it significant, for a
string of exclamations in a language he did not know issued from somewhere
close by.


Elias approached an oak door reinforced with iron bands. He
considered the door briefly, then raised a hand and focused his will. He
envisioned the door exploding under a concussive force. He believed it would explode,
then his perspective slid, and with a detached certainty he knew the
door would explode. A dam of energy, which he perceived as a pressure that collected
and built within his skull, burst from him with an inarticulate cry. Convex
rings of force, visible like a heat-wave distortion, crushed into the door and
reduced it to splinters.


When the motes of wood dust settled Elias entered a cell
similar to his own and set his eyes upon Agnar Vundi.


“Come then sons of summer,” Agnar cried, “men of the north
do not fear death!”


Elias responded with a toothy grin.


“Duana?” Agnar gasped. “Can it be you?”


“None other. But under the circumstances, I think you may
call me Elias.”


Agnar eyed the disheveled, glassy-eyed Marshal and ran a
dry, sandy tongue across his chapped and split lips. “Elias you don’t…” he
trailed off and his voice dropped to a whisper. “What have they done to you?”


Elias shrugged. “Torture. Starvation. Holidays inside a
necromancer’s head.”


“Yet, you’ve escaped,” Agnar said and looked past Elias,
expecting a cadre of soldiers at any moment.


“For now. We are in Treacher’s Tower, the highest spire at
Lucerne Palace. It’s some six-hundred feet high. Sheer Walls. One stair case
leading up. Built, I think, by Jonas the Just for the most traitorous of
criminals after—”


“Elias, perhaps we can continue this conversation on foot? I
don’t suppose you have a key.” Agnar eyed the chains that hung from Elias’s
wrists and then lifted his own manacled hands.


“Key, no. But I’m a wizard.” Elias waved a hand indicating
the door shrapnel.


“Oh,” said Agnar, unsure, “of course you are.”


Elias grinned again. “I haven’t really had much luck before
tonight.”


Elias’s words did little to put Agnar at ease, who already
felt ambivalent about entrusting himself to a half-mad fledgling wizard, but he
figured dying on his feet, or in a botched blast of magic, preferable to
rotting away in a cell. Agnar Vundi drew a deep breath and raised his hands.


†


“Offer him some resistance, but let him escape,” Sarad
said to his hastily gathered council. “Sacrifice some of the fledgling
acolytes.”


Talinus’ eyes narrowed. The imp, not unpleased—he had been
trying to come up with a plan to arrange for the Marshal’s escape, although he
despaired that Sarad would kill him before he had the chance—was nevertheless
taken off-guard, and therefore suspicious. “But why, master?”


Sarad cast a quick glance at the others assembled. His
underlings knew better than to question his command and stood at attention,
expressionless. Good. He could ill afford dissention at this critical time. “The
Marshal is useless to us dead. Torture is likewise futile, for a Marshal trick
enables him to separate his consciousness from his body. He can’t be broken. We
employ a similar technique under capture, as many of you have learned. Meanwhile
we have discovered the queen’s secret escape route, but neither our scouts nor
our diviners have been able to track them. If we allow him to escape, he will
lead us to his comrades, to the queen.”


“Clever,” Talinus said. “Simple, but clever. It just may
work. But is it too risky to let such a dangerous man free?”


“Alone, unarmed, he is of little danger to us,” Sarad said,
“and, he shall be watched closely.”


“Who shall we send to track him?” one of the lieutenants
asked. “Nervas is perhaps our best scout.”


“No,” said Sarad, “send three hands but give him a day’s
head start and instruct them to stay at least that far behind him at all times.
The Marshal is cunning and will double back on his trail. If he discovers he is
being tracked he will lead us away from the queen. No, I have arranged for
another way to keep an eye on Duana.” Sarad paused for effect. “I have
performed the Kin Carnum.”


Talinus offered up a silent curse to the Eldritch Circle as
a charged silence fell over the chamber.









Chapter 28


Autumn’s Prayer


Eithne tasted the promise of autumn on the air as she
inhaled the rich, earthy scent that rode the crisp wind. She had always felt
the fall to be a magical season infused with vibrant energy. A restlessness
always crept over her when the leaves began to change and with it a wish to
escape the confines of palace life. Now all Eithne wanted was to be home.


Her thoughts turned to her father. How would he have reacted
to losing the crown in a midnight coup to a storybook enemy out of legend? Could
he have spotted the snake in the grass? Elias had, at least on some instinctual
level. He didn’t suspect the Prelate was a lord of the Senestrati, granted, but
he had distrusted him. Eithne cursed herself for having not looked into the
matter more deeply. It fell to her to make decisions based on the information
with which she was presented. She should have put more credence in Elias’s
instincts. But she hadn’t and now her Marshal was dead.


Yet Elias Duana had served her, and Galacia, well. His
sacrifice had allowed for her escape with a small complement of her most loyal
friends and advisors: Captain Blackwell and two of the Whiteshields, Bryn,
Ogden, Danica, Lar, and Phinneas.


They escaped through an ancient route, old as Lucerne palace,
if not more so. In the royal sitting rooms a secret door in the fireplace
opened to a passage that tunneled to the basement of the palace and then
through the granite plateau. The passage opened some half mile from the city
proper into a copse of trees, and that was the merit of the secret route, for
that exit was a decoy.


Under the bedrock rested a subterranean aquifer, accessible
through a small rectangular rift set on the edge of the tunnel where the wall
met the floor, nearly invisible to the eye in torchlight and scarcely large
enough to accommodate a grown man.


On the granite bank of the aquifer rested a narrow, shallow
boat that sat twelve. The underground lake opened into a fast moving river
scrunched tight by jagged walls and reaching stalagmites. They rode the
turbulent waters for the better part of the night, which finally deposited them
in the pre-dawn light into a primordial lake situated amongst a towering wood. The
Renwood, Odgen explained, was an ancient forest sacred to the Druids of old. “The
Druids called this lake Gaudvohg,” he had said, “which means lake of
mirrors.”


The wizard felt secure that while the trap door in the royal
suite would be discovered, likely sooner than later, the aquifer would probably
remain undetected, seeing as he had used magic to obfuscate any arcane tracking
methods. Nevertheless, he thought they should not tarry in the vicinity of the
Renwood, as boundless and mazelike as it may seem. The Prelate—Eithne urged
herself to stop thinking of him in terms of his office—would go to any and all
ends to secure her capture. Whatever the apostate’s plans, he could ill afford
leaving the legitimate heir to the throne alive.


Yet the queen had ordered that they remain camped in the
heart of the wood, by a small river tributary of the Gaudvohg some twenty miles
from the lake, for three days now. To Odgen and Blackwell’s urgings that they
break camp and seek a safer haven, she said only, “Am I not still queen?” Truthfully,
trepidation gnawed at her with rusty teeth every moment they remained here,
despite the tranquil, mystic thick of the wood. She stayed for Danica Duana,
and for Elias.


As they made camp their first night out from the lake a
raw-eyed Danica approached her tent. The young White Habit wasted no time with
pleasantries. “I know how this will sound,” she had said, “but I think Elias is
alive.”


Eithne, in her gentlest words, tried to explain the
impossibility of her brother’s survival, but the girl was insistent. “If he
died, you think I would feel…something,” Danica said, “but instead I feel this—”
she clutched a hand to her breast, “—this itch, this sense, that he’s still
alive, and he needs us.”


Elias along with the rest of the party had been appraised of
the escape plan by Ogden. It was he that had insisted on personally seeing that
the boat had been stocked with fresh supplies. If anyone could hope to escape
the Scarlet Hand, the bull-headed Elias stood the best chance, Danica reasoned.
If he broke free he would seek them here.


After all the Duanas had suffered, much in the service of
Galacia, Eithne figured at the least she owed them a few days; this is what the
queen told herself, but as she warmed herself before the fire and watched the
golden flames consume the pungent pine and poplar, she prayed to that autumn
magic that had tantalized her fantasies since childhood, for she too dared to
hope that her Marshal against all odds had managed to survive.









Chapter 29


Escape


Agnar alternated between blowing on his wrists and
wringing his hands. “By the White Hag’s tit,” he cried, “that’s hot!”


Elias looked at his own blistered wrists. “Sorry, that is the
only way I know.”


“If we get out of this, you can always retire to the quiet
life of a blacksmith.” Agnar received a wan smile from Elias. “So, now what?”


“The Hand is likely mustering their defenses even as we
speak. Their leader was with me when I broke free of my chains. To go down
those stairs is suicide, and to wait here is certain death.” Elias looked down
the concentric hallway and fell into thought.


Agnar swallowed. “We have to try something.” He joined the
Marshal and looked into the corridor. “Elias?”


“I’m thinking.”


“Oh.” Agnar paced, waiting on the Marshal, dizzied by a
growing sense of panic.


“I could try to make a hole for us to jump through, but I
don’t know if I could use my magic to slow our fall enough that we would
survive.”


“If it is my fate to die this day,” Agnar said, “then let it
be on my feet.”


Elias looked Agnar in the eye. “So be it.”


“I never thought I’d say this, but it will be an honor to
die beside you, son of summer. Although I feel our deaths would be better were
we armed. It will be difficult to kill very many of these bastards with our
bare hands.”


Elias remembered the scorched but likely serviceable
scimitars clutched in the death-grasps of the Handsman in the corridor and
smiled. “Come then, Agnar,” he said, “we will strike at our enemy with their own
steel.”


Thus armed they crept down the spiraling stair case,
expecting resistance at every step, but none came and they reached the bottom
of the tower without incidence.


“Is it possible your struggle with their leader left him
weakened and unable to rouse the alarm?”


“Perhaps.” The thought had occurred to him, but it felt too
convenient. “More likely a trap of some kind awaits us. On the other side of
this door is a guard barrack. After that is the western courtyard where we will
be easy pickings for archers or wizards on the balconies above. Keep your wits
about you and stay close.”


Elias eased open the granite door, using it as shield, and ducked
his head out, expecting a hail of arrows or a blast of fell magic. He
encountered neither, only an empty chamber. The silence unnerved him more than
discovering a handful of armed men. He stole through the guard room, Agnar
close at his heels, scimitar raised in a high guard. With some effort Elias
quieted his mind and sought the detached state of awareness of the void, which
he had so painstakingly practiced with Ogden. He extended his senses and tried
to detect any hidden foes or traps that may be lying in wait.


Elias approached the second granite door that led to the
courtyard. He focused his sight inward and in the black of his mind’s-eye saw
several red, pulsating pillars of light that beat like fiery hearts. He drew
close to Agnar and whispered into his ear. “At least three, likely five await
us. You concentrate on ground level, while I focus on the balcony. We move
fast. I don’t want to be cornered.”


Agnar nodded and offered his new ally a grim smile. Today
they would honor their ancestors well.


Elias burst through the door in a stooped over run, taking
long, loping steps from side to side. Arrows sailed over his head and brushed past
his bare shoulders. He assessed the situation with quick eyes as he weaved
across the courtyard: three soldiers warded the central hub of the courtyard,
and two archers stood on either side of the balcony. They wore the garb of the
Redshields, but Elias knew at a glance they were Handsmen.


As planned, Agnar charged into the thick of the foot
soldiers, pushing them back with sweeping strokes of his scimitar. Elias, his
conscious thoughts buried in the void, leaving instinct and reflex as his prime
directives, pointed with sword in hand and summoned gouts of flame to bring
down the opposing archers.


“Feora!” Elias cried. The word echoed in his head,
bouncing wildly around the void, the syllables red and reckless. Steam
sputtered from his hands, but not a single tongue of flame. The energy of his
failed spell broke over him, a furious storm wave in a seething ocean. Elias
had channeled too much magic through his failing body and exhausted his mental
and physical resources. A headache so acute that he thought he ruptured an
artery stole his vision momentarily and left him stunned. The archers’, who had
led him, arrows flew wide.


Agnar abruptly turned on the trio of soldiers chasing him and
cut one of them down and then changed direction, ignoring the burning in his
lungs and legs as malnourished muscles screamed in protest. He heard a strange
popping sound and risked a side glance and saw Elias reeling on his feet. He
cursed to himself and changed direction, the remaining foot soldiers closing on
him. “Duana!” he screamed.


Elias resisted his body’s insistence that he sleep, for the
shred of awareness that remained to him knew that he was about to die. With
energy born of desperation, hate, and the refusal to succumb to Sarad and his
minions, he forced himself back into the void. The headache and weakness that
overcame him became distant as his consciousness separated from his body. He
knew he could not draw on his magic, so he sunk himself further into the void,
opening his senses and focusing entirely on the present moment. Time shrank
away from him, for his consciousness retained but the most tenuous of
connections to his body.


Two arrows spiraled lazily toward him and he coiled his
wrist to deflect them but gauged that they would fly wide, so he lunged and
batted aside an arrow on a course to impale Agnar. He grabbed the northman by
an arm and swung him about and away from a flurry of sword attacks and then
spun his scimitar in a rising arc, cutting through the mail under one of the
soldiers’ armpit. Agnar, ever fleet of mind and arm, went along with the
unorthodox tactic and continued the spin, dropped to a knee, and slid his blade
into a chink in the armor at the groin of the remaining soldier.


Elias knew better than to reach out to his magic again, but
fully consumed by the void his distant pain offered no distraction, and to his heightened
senses time thickened. He flicked out his sword to deflect more arrows,
noticing with disinterest that the arrows targeted Agnar and not him.


Agnar shook Elias, trying to bring the glassy eyed Marshal
back to his senses. He had seen that far-away and dark eyed look before in the
witch-women and seers of Ittamar. He could ill afford the marshal to enter a
trance in the middle of their half-brained escape attempt. He pulled Elias
along, bending to scoop a long-sword from the stiffening fingers of one of the
felled soldiers.


Elias responded to Agnar’s cue and the two raced out of the
courtyard, black-feathered arrows scattering about them as they fled.


Next they passed into a long, wide hall that approached the
wing that housed the Whiteshields. Elias skidded to an awkward stop, stumbling
on numb feet. He glanced about the granite lined hall searching the tapestries
hanging amidst the pedestals and plaques housing artifacts of the guard’s
history.


“Elias,” Agnar whispered, “this is hardly the time to take a
rest!”


Elias continued to scan the walls. “There it is.” He led
Agnar to a cleverly concealed door, nearly flush with the wall. “A servant’s
door. Almost impossible to notice unless you know where it is.” He opened the
door and ushered Agnar inside.


The narrow passage barely afforded room for the two men to
walk abreast and ran parallel to the guard’s hall. After some fifty feet the
passage split off: one way continued along the same direction and a second,
perpendicular path led down a narrow stair.


Halfway down the staircase the smells of roasting meat and
baking bread assailed their nostrils, reminding each of the long days since
they had last eaten. As they approached the entrance to the kitchens, Elias
paused, not knowing what to expect on the other side of the archway. Stealth
was certainly not an option, so he readjusted his grip on the scimitar and strode
into the kitchen, trying to affect a look of nonchalance.


A silence fell over the bustling chamber at once as a
baker’s boy took note of them and squealed. On impulse Elias took the loaf of
steaming bread from the boy and with sure, slow steps approached the larder. He
quickly found a sack with a few apples and filled it with whatever victuals
were handy—a wheel of cheese, a couple sausage, and a wineskin. He tore off a
hunk of the bread and offered it to Agnar, who choked it down, scimitar in hand.


Elias exited the larder and felt the eyes of the entire
kitchens focus on him. The baker’s boy approached him and with trembling hands
offered him another couple of brown loaves of bread. “‘Tis barley bread, for us
’n won’t be missed.”


Elias took the bread from the ruddy, straw-haired boy and
nodded his thanks. He stepped briskly past the boy, afraid that the Hand had
already guessed his ruse and were fast on their trail, but he realized they
would not get far without sustenance.


On the other side of the kitchens an exit led to an outdoor
well, and perhaps their freedom, if they were fast and fortunate. Nevertheless,
as they passed through the open archway, Elias paused and turned. Some two
dozen bakers, scullery maids, and cooks watched him, each holding their breath,
eyes wide. Elias, again driven by impulse, addressed the crowd. “Take heart,”
he said. “I don’t know what you’ve heard, or seen, but the queen lives and will
reclaim the throne from her enemies.”


“That was foolish,” Agnar said as Elias poked his head out
the doorway that led outside.


Elias crouched and scanned the night for signs of sentries
or pursuit. “What’s that? Going through the kitchens, taking food, or my
speech?”


“Yes,” said Agnar.


“It was the quickest path to the outside, one that our captors
may not be familiar with, and we won’t get far without food.”


“And the speech?” Agnar whispered.


“My father taught me that to occupy a conquered land you
must win the hearts of the people, or else subdue them. Fear is our enemy’s
greatest weapon. They are but shadow and gossamer.” Elias dashed off toward a
line of elms in a half-crouch, effectively ending the conversation.


Agnar grunted and followed suit. Of all the things his new
ally had proved to be, it seemed he was a philosopher as well.


Elias led them through the line of elms and into the eastern
outer gardens where they surprised a couple of courtly lovers romancing in the
moonlight. The pale faced youth sprang to his feet and drew a bejeweled rapier.
His hand shook, but to his credit he held the blade before him in a fair
facsimile of the royal guard style and pushed his lady love behind him.


“Put up your toy sword, boy,” Elias half whispered, half
growled, “lest you be an enemy of the queen.”


The young aristocrat blanched further. “The queen is dead.”


“Lies!” Elias spat. “The queen has escaped and is very much
alive. Do not believe the council or the lackey they’ve put on the throne as
regent.”


The youth sheathed his weapon and his eyes grew wide. “The
Marshal,” he said, “can it be you?”


Elias drew close to him. “There is no time, son. You never
saw me.”


As Elias drew away, the youth placed a hand on his shoulder
and leaned close. “Oberon has taken the throne and blamed the queen’s death on an
Ittamar raid. Not all are happy to see House Oberon in control. There are too
many unanswered questions. The Prelate held services for the queen today. Oberon’s
already ordered the army raised. It looks like we’re to be at war again.”


Elias squeezed his arm in response and then vanished back
into the gardens with Agnar close on his heels.


They reached the edge of the gardens without further
incidence. Elias crouched behind a red fern and peered out across the wide
green lawn that lay before them. “We have a long open space to cross here,” Elias
said, “but the stables are this way and we need horses.”


“The stables will be guarded, no?”


“Yes.” Elias rubbed his bare arms and shivered. “Typically
two of the lesser guard, a technicality, really since the grounds are closed—but
there is an alarm bell. I don’t know if Mirengi has heightened security. They
may very well guess our intentions and send men to the stables.”


“Mirengi?” asked Agnar, a chill moving through him even
though the autumn air of Galacia felt quite temperate to him. His mind spun as
he searched for the Galacian word for their high holy man. “Your…high priest is
the one behind all this?”


“Yes, and he’s the one that framed you and your men. But
this is a conversation for another time. Are you ready?”


“Does it matter?” Agnar snorted.


Elias offered Agnar a wry grin. “Quick and quiet, then.”


Elias set off at light jog. Agnar kept pace with ease, for
he was used to running in the thin air of the North. The northerner could run
all day in the thick air of the southlands.


As they neared the stables Elias spotted the expected two
sentries dressed in the garb of the Redshields. Elias slowed to a casual walk. “It
may be a trap. We gain the inside as soon as possible. The corridor will
nullify greater numbers. We fight back to back. The Horses we need are in the
seventh and the ninth stalls.”


The guards began to shift nervously as they neared. One of
them called out in a quavering voice, “Ho! Who goes there?”


“Marshal Duana, and in the absence of Captain Blackwell,
your commanding officer,” Elias said in a low tone, but one that carried well
in the still night. As he spoke his eyes did not rest on the guards but scanned
the elms to either side of the stable and the roof for any sign of ambush. He
kept his muscles loose and ready for action.


“Marshal?” the guard stammered. “Is it really you?”


“Yes,” Elias said and walked past the two men without pause
and into the relative safety of the stable.


The second guard said. “Sir, we were told you were dead,
along with the queen, Blackwell, Lady Bryn…the whole lot of you!”


“They bury the queen tomorrow!” said the first guard.


“Oberon’s taken the throne as regent. The palace is swarming
with his men and Knights Justicar.” The first guard eyed Agnar. “They said the
Ittamar did it.”


Elias turned on his heels and grabbed the guard by his
surcoat. “Do not believe your eyes, whatever you may see! The queen lives. I
saw her escape myself. Fell magic is at work here. Oberon, Mirengi, Ogressa
they are the masterminds behind this.”


Elias heard a noise behind him. In a fluid motion he shoved
the guard back and spun around, his sword raised in a high guard. Agnar reacted
first and held the perpetrator by the collar, a young ruddy-faced boy with
straw colored hair, with a sword at his throat.


Elias drew up short and an involuntary smile came to his
lips. “Seven? Seven Winters, you little sneak!”


Agnar let up his hold on the boy. “You know this child?”


Elias laughed, his mood lifted by the sight of the
precocious stable hand. “Agnar, meet Seven Winters. A better friend there is
none.”


“Elias,” Seven said, once free of Agnar’s grasp, “I didn’t
believe a word of it. I knew you were alive. I just knew it. I have been
waiting for you these four days.”


Elias took Seven by the shoulders and squeezed. “Thank-you,
my friend,” he said earnestly, “your faith means much to me, but there is no
time. We must be off. Our enemies cannot be far behind. You must hide.”


“But I have something for you. Follow me.”


Seven dashed down the corridor without a further word. Elias
looked toward the entrance, expecting the signs of pursuit at any moment. Elias
hesitated, not wishing to press his luck any further than he already had in his
haphazard escape, but an ineffable urge tugged at him to follow Seven. To Agnar
he said, “Can you prepare the horses?” and to the guards, “Watch the entrance.”
Without waiting for a response he trotted after Seven, aware that every passing
second brought them a step closer to recapture, or to death.


†


Talinus focused his preternatural vision on the stable.
“There are two guards,” the imp said, “who we can assume are loyal to the
Marshal since they haven’t raised the alarm. The Northerner, Agnar Vundi, is in
the corral with Duana and a man-child.”


“The Northerner?” asked one of the hand. “With Duana?”


“Yes, that’s what I said, you imbecile!” Talinus said,
through clenched teeth. The imp forced himself to take a calming breath,
despite the fact that he didn’t actually need to breathe. “This is an
unforeseen complication, but one that we must deal with, and delicately. We
need Vundi alive, but he must not escape. Subdue him quickly, but don’t
mortally wound him, lest we face my master’s wrath.”


Talinus returned his attention to the stables. “Look, now,
Duana has left the others and gone with the manling. They are separated. Now is
our chance. Strike, now. Go!”


†


Seven led Elias into a small common room where the
stable hands took their meals and approached an alcove set in a corner. He
pulled a small folding knife from his pocket and pried open a false floorboard.
From the hidden covey Seven retrieved a long bundle that appeared to be a faded
green horse-blanket, rolled and tied with a leather cord. Seven held the bundle
in both arms and offered it up to Elias reverentially, as if passing over a
holy relic.


Perplexed, and utterly forgetting his haste, Elias took the
blanket. A tingling sensation raised the hairs on the back of his hands and
shivered up his arms, across his shoulders, and to his crown. With shaking
hands Elias untied the bundle and peeled back the horse blanket to reveal a
crimson, leather-braided hilt flecked with black. Elias brandished the blade at
once and felt an electric surge course through him as the naked blue-tinged
steel met the night air. The runes etched into the base of the blade burned red
as if in remembrance of the fires that had forged them. The like runes branded
into the forearm of his sword arm burned in kind.


“How?” Elias asked.


Seven paled considerably in the face of such an arcane
display, but he wore his smile easily. “Like Pa always said, servants are
invisible to the upper crusters and can go near anywhere unnoticed. I waited
until no one was fooling with it and gave her a pull, and she slid right out of
that wall, easy as butter.”


“Stuck in the wall eh?” Elias marveled at his good fortune. “Was
there no guard posted?”


“There were the first two days, but by the third I guess
they figured it wasn’t goin’ anywhere. I climbed the balcony outside the
council chamber, went through the window, and then used the North entrance to
the throne room. Simple really. I only just got it tonight. I was figurin’ you
might need it.”


A toothy grin erupted on Elias’s face. “To think Sarad and
all of his wizards couldn’t move the Daishin an inch, but along comes Seven
Winters and steals away with it like a rogue out of legend!”


“Well, you do know what they say about seventh sons.”


Elias’s response died on his lips for a cry issued from the
corral, momentarily followed by Agnar screaming his name.


“Seven,” Elias said, “hide.”


Elias ran into the corral brandishing his sword, which burned
with arcane fire. One of the guards shambled drunkenly toward him and then fell
to his knees, impaled by a black shafted arrow that had found purchase in the
crease between his shoulder plate and chainmail. Pulses of magic rippled down
Elias’s sword and into his arm, and with it an inferno of rage that banished
his fatigue and any thought of flight.


Elias’s heart drummed the beat of the Danse Mortum
and the tumult of events around him slowed and he saw them with a detached,
pristine clarity. Black blood sputtered from the fallen guard’s mouth as he
struggled to regain control of his legs. The second guard pulled closed one of
the double doors, using it as a shield, before retreating along its line. Black
arrows fletched with crimson feathers spun in tight spirals through the open
archway while others thudded into the closed door, rocking it against its
frame. Agnar cursed in his native tongue and dove into an open stall and
somersaulted into a crouch. Comet, not yet saddled, reared fully onto his hind
legs, eyes rolling in terror.


Elias continued his forward rush. His sword weighed heavy in
his hand, pregnant with the deluge of magic it had absorbed from his battle
with Sarad in the throne room. His awareness of this slid fluidly through his
mind, for the sword had become an extension of his will and as much a part of
him as his lungs and heart.


“Comet,” Elias called out, his voice resonant and binding. Comet
neighed and shook his head but calmed under the sway of the arcane command.


Elias used a barrel pressed up against the wall of the
corral as a stepping stone and leapt an impossible distance onto Comet’s bare
back. All the while the magic of his sword trickled into him, fueling the
molten core of his rage. Elias remained amount by clenching his legs hard
against Comet’s ribs and digging in his heels.


Comet exploded through the open archway, ropes of froth
whipping from his muzzle. Three scimitar wielding Handsman approached the
stables in a wedge formation, but when they saw Elias bearing down on them they
fanned out. With archers yet undiscovered, Elias could ill afford reining in to
chase the melee combatants and make himself an easy target. He had little
recourse but to resort to the arcane, even though his magic had failed him in
the courtyard. However, he now channeled his will through his sword, summoning
the pent up energy stored within the enchanted steel.


Acting on instinct, Elias swung his sword, tracking across all
three Handsman, and cried, “Feora!” Black fire edged in indigo scythed
from his sword in an incandescent arc, an inky stain in the starlit night. The
three swordsmen fell, rimed in frost, as the cold flame consumed them, the fell
magic of their own lord recycled and used against them.


Elias pressed Comet’s mad gallop without so much as a pause
and discovered the archers, two of them, standing side by side some fifty feet
away. To Elias’s surprise, despite having arrows notched, they dropped their
bows and made to scatter.


Elias ran down the first one with ease. The archer rolled to
the left, dodging Comet’s thundering hooves, endeavoring to keep out of reach
of Elias’s sword arm. Elias read his foe’s intentions at once and tossed his
sword into his left hand, grabbed a handful of mane with his right, leaned down,
and with a sweeping stroke cut the Handsman down. The maneuver, however, cost
him his balance, riding bareback as he was, and Elias had to drop his sword for
he needed his hand to stay ahorse.


Elias did not turn about to retrieve his sword, for he could
not allow the remaining archer to escape into the labyrinthine gardens and lose
him. As he closed in on the fleeing man, shadow leapt up around him and
coalesced, obfuscating him from view. Elias cursed and with a command brought
Comet skidding to a stop. He searched frantically for the Handsman but could
not see him.


Desperate rage gathered in Elias as blood thundered through
his head like a blacksmith’s hammer on anvil. Fueled by the raw force of his
anger, desperation, and need, he reached for the void, reflexively, foolishly. “Luminae!”
he screamed and a white light burst from him.


With the light went the remainder of his strength and Elias
felt a curious dislocation of his mind from his body and he tumbled from Comet,
unconscious.


Talinus, invisible to mortal eyes, alighted on a low wall at
the edge of the gardens. He marveled at the supine Marshal, hoping he wasn’t
irrevocably damaged. Duana had taken out an entire Hand, a five man cadre of
the Scarlet Hand, single-handedly, in less than a minute. If Duana survived his
plan, Talinus decided he would either have to turn him or kill him. The man was
simply too dangerous—unpredictable, reckless, and wild, which he found to be redeeming
qualities in any man, but dangerous. Consumed as he was by wrath, Duana would
be putty in the hands of the Eldritch Circle. Duana merely required a little
more blood on his hands and the suffering of another tragic loss.


With a couple of beats from his wings Talinus flew to the
Marshal’s side. He didn’t have enough time to remove Sarad’s curse, but he
could tip the odds in the Marshal’s favor. The power of death was also power
over life, and so Talinus leaned over the slumbering Marshal and breathed the
Obsidian Queen’s kiss into him. By then Duana’s allies had arrived on the
scene, but their eyes passed over him unseen. As a final touch Talinus planted
a suggestion deep in Elias’s subconscious and then pushed a command directly
into his conscious mind: Awake, Marshal!


Elias started awake as if snapped from a long sleep by a
ringing church-bell. He felt hands on him and heard voices, but he ignored
them. Something urgent tugged at him, but it lay just beyond his reach, like a
dream upon waking breaking into shards of images and primal emotions. He felt
an alien presence close at hand, which he perceived as a heaviness in the air,
a slumbering power like the charge in the air before a storm.


Talinus became still as the Marshal fixed his eyes upon him.
Impossible, he thought. The Marshal’s senses were keen, but to see a Fey
without the aid of a powerful enchantment lay beyond the reach of any mortal. Yet,
the imp grew anxious all the same, but after a long look the Marshal shook his
head and blinked, as if banishing the fog of sleep, and rose with his comrade’s
aid. As he stumbled away the Marshal cast a glance over his shoulder. Oh, yes,
Talinus thought for the second time in as many minutes, dangerous. This man is
very dangerous.


Talinus waited until the Marshal gained the stables and then
took to the air to tell Sarad the good news.


Elias wasted no time in preparing the horses and tried to
ignore the sideways glances Agnar cast at him. Seven had produced a worn pair
of riding boots and a tattered cloak to cover his nakedness, but Elias was
thankful for that much and treasured the little comfort the necessities brought
him. “Quickly, now,” he said, “let’s turn loose the other horses. It will help
cover our trail and buy us some time. The smell of blood and magic will have
spooked them and they should run straight away from here for miles.”


When he and Agnar were mounted, Elias nodded to Seven and
said, “I cannot thank you enough for what you have done, Seven Winters.”


“My duty ‘s all,” said the boy. “When you return maybe you
can take me as a squire.”


“Count on it. But now you—and you soldier—must go to ground.
If Oberon’s men suspect you gave us aid, you will be in grave danger. Farewell.”
With that final word Elias and Agnar thundered into the night, each wondering
how close behind pursuit lay.









Chapter 30


Cursed


“Danica believes that there can be no success without
Elias,” Eithne said and looked at Ogden and Phinneas in turn. A silence fell
over the cramped quarters of her tent as the two men exchanged glances.


“We all mourn Elias,” Ogden said slowly. “He was a great
friend and ally. His loss was a tragic one, and he will ever be missed, but as
promising as his potential was, his training had but begun, and he was only one
man.”


“You have said to me that history and the fate of nations
often hinge on the actions of individuals,” Eithne said hotly.


Ogden put up his hands and said, “I meant the choices of a queen,
Eithne.”


Eithne stood, her hands balled into fists, and then realized
the confines of her tent did not allow for pacing. She felt her ears grow warm
and then sat down again on her bedroll. “And what choice do I have now, Ogden?”


“We all miss the boy,” Phinnneas said, his voice a whisper,
“but we musn’t give up. I think this is what Ogden means. We have to put aside
our grief and focus on taking back the capital. Otherwise, Elias’s sacrifice
would have been in vain.”


Eithne took a calming breath. “You are right of course. I
just feel so lost. Danica is half-crazed, Bryn is nothing like herself, so
withdrawn; we have three men at arms, and are marooned in the wilderness. What
can we do?”


Ogden leaned forward and clasped Eithne’s hands in his own. “Despair,
fear, these are the Scarlet Hand’s greatest weapons. We still have allies. Your
uncle and House Mycrum will rally to you if you make yourself known.”


“Providing they yet live,” Eithne said.


“Likely they remain in position, but are carefully watched,”
Phinneas said. “Mirengi would risk losing control of the public if both the
queen and two Houses were eradicated in rapid succession. Vacuums of power need
be filled, else governments fail. Mirengi may be a merciless son of a bitch,
but he isn’t stupid. Even an idiot would sense foul play if the monarch and all
her allies disappeared in a week’s time, destroyed by a handful of northmen. If
we can defeat Mirengi and his men, whoever has assumed control of the throne
cannot openly challenge you. Galacia still has a standing army.”


“Yet we cannot simply stride through the city gates and
declare to the people of Peidra that their queen still lives. We do not know
how many spies Mirengi has or where. We would never make it in alive and how many
commoners would know their queen by sight, dressed as a beggar?”


“And there is your answer,” Ogden said. “First we gain the
garrison on the other side of the Renwood, and then we dispatch Mirengi as he
did us: with subterfuge, stealth, and cunning.”


†


Danica stifled a sigh, rose from her crouch, and crept
away from the queen’s tent. She returned to the pack she had stashed a safe
distance from the camp. She checked its contents yet again, although she knew
well what it contained. She withdrew her cloak and wrapped it about her, donned
her short sword, and checked the small store of food she appropriated from the
camp larder. Lastly, she reached a trembling hand for the coiled length of rope
that Slade had used to bind her to the table in the Mayfair Manor. It seemed a
lifetime ago, yet it felt so close, and she knew that part of her still lay on
that table bound and afraid in the dark.


Danica withdrew the rope from the pack, at once disgusted
and fascinated. It was yet black with her blood. The rope felt unnaturally cold
in her hands, and a numbing sensation rapidly radiated from her fingers to her
hands and wrists. Despite the cold that cut through her, Danica broke out in a
sweat. She peered at the rope and blinked in the face of the impossible as the
rope writhed in her hands. The dark stains on the rope undulated and rolled
like the ebb and flow of dark waters on some alien shore. Faint, Danica toppled
from her crouch and onto her knees. She tottered and fell...


Footsteps sounded behind her, then to one side. Danica’s
eyes rolled around trying to spy the figure, but she saw only shadows dancing
at the edge of her periphery. In vain, she tried to move her head, but the rope
held her fast, and she only succeeded in tearing the rope deeper into her
flesh.


Icy fingers caressed her hair and then drew down her face—gnarled,
thin fingers, with wicked black fingernails, thick and sharp as talons. The nails
trailed over her cheek, cutting with the efficiency of a razor and leaving hot
trails of blood in their wake. Danica strained her eyes to look down her naked
body. Clouds of shadow obfuscated her periphery, but she could see the
corpse-hand, reaching, disembodied, from out the darkness and slicing through
the tender flesh of her torso.


The hand lingered in the downy hair of her pubic mound. Danica
screamed, but supine, with her neck pulled taut, and the constricting binding
of her torso, she only managed a hoarse whimper. A single finger burrowed
through her hair and toward her sex...


Danica thrashed and kicked as she screamed back into the
blinding light of midday. Hands grasped her by the shoulders and held her fast.
Danica turned her head and bit at the hands, which promptly retreated from her
snapping teeth. She fell back onto the earthen ground and scrambled on her
back, away from her attacker, trying in vain to gain her feet.


“Bloody, hell!” Bryn cried. “Danica, you nearly took off my
finger!” Bryn looked down at the southern woman. Danica’s head twisted about
wildly as she blinked blood-shot, wet eyes furiously. Her lips pulled back from
her teeth in a garish snarl, revealing blood red gums. Bryn went cold to her
core, and despite herself took a step back. When she spoke her voice quavered. “It’s
me, Bryn. What’s happened to you? Have you taken ill?”


Danica’s eyes began to adjust to the light and focus and she
became aware of her location. She closed her eyes. She wasn’t in the manor. It
was only a dream, like before. By the time she re-opened her eyes, she had
grounded herself, but the black fear remained, like an icicle lodged in her
bosom. “Forgive me, lady,” she said. She rose and dusted herself off. “Sometimes
I have night terrors.”


“It’s not night,” Bryn pointed out.


“Day terrors, then. By whatever name, I am sure you are
familiar with the condition.”


“I have heard of it before, yes, but…” Bryn trailed off and
eyed the young woman. Danica seemed to have returned to herself and stared back
at her coolly. Bryn briefly considered pushing further, but she knew little
good could come of pressing issues both sensitive and perilous. A gentler hand
would be required here. It occurred to Bryn that Danica had been acting
increasingly peculiar, but she had hitherto attributed it to the growing amount
of stress she had been under. So much had happened to the poor creature since
Bryn had met her. The White Habit had lost almost everyone dear to her.


Bryn affected what she hoped to be a casual shrug and broke
the long silence. “Looks like you are ready for a long journey there.”


“It’s good to be prepared when going for a hike in the woods
alone. You don’t know who you may find.” Danica arched an eyebrow.


Bryn sighed audibly. She knew Danica well enough to know
that once she got her back up, she would not back down for anything. This
situation required a different tact. She had to strike for the heart if she was
to get anywhere here. “Danica, I hope you know that I consider you a friend, as
I did your brother. I cared for Elias.” She paused to let her words sink in. “You
needn’t lie to me. Why are you leaving?”


Danica shifted on her feet. “You followed me?”


“I saw you skulking around Eithne’s tent.”


“You were spying on me,” Danica said a little hotly.


Bryn permitted herself a low chuckle. “Nothing so sinister. I
noticed a tension in you since we started moving through the wood. I was
worried for you.”


“I’m touched by your concern, Lady, but it is unfounded. I
am holding up rather well for someone who has lost her father, brother, friends,
and home all within a season.”


Bryn could tell by Danica’s posture that she was losing her.
The other woman crossed her arms before her, her jaw clenched, chin lifted, and
eyes narrowed in clear defiance. Evidently the young woman had taken her words
as pity and felt insulted. Bryn silently cursed herself, but she knew one form
of bait Danica couldn’t resist, though she was loath to use it. At this point,
however, she was left with little recourse.


Bryn lifted her own chin and arched an eyebrow. “I never
thought you the type to run, Danica Duana. I suppose I was wrong about you.”


Danica took a step toward Bryn, fury transforming her delicate
features into a crimson visage of bestial rage. “Run? Run, you miserable little
cunny,” she growled. “I’m going back to Peidra. By the time you fools
decide on a course of action it will be too late.”


“Back to Peidra? To what end? You cannot possibly think to
take on the Scarlet Hand yourself.”


Danica’s entire body shook, muscles seemingly contracting of
their own volition, as if on the verge of an epileptic fit. Her head drooped
between her hunched shoulders, but her eyes rolled up in their sockets to peer
at Bryn. “I’m going for my brother.”


The revelation struck Bryn dumb. This explained why Eithne
insisted on waiting three days before striking in earnest through the Renwood. Danica
could not accept the death of her brother. Bryn had seen denial in the grief
stricken before, mostly citizens on the field of battle or in the aftermath of
a raid, but nothing as powerful and disturbing as what she saw in Danica Duana
at that moment. “Poor child,” she whispered and took a step toward Danica,
reaching out a hand.


Danica’s head lifted and her shimmering green eyes snapped
up in their sockets, lending her the look of predator about to pounce. She caught
Bryn’s wrist in her hand with an uncanny speed. “Don’t poor child me,”
she said. “Elias is alive. I can sense his presence as surely as I sense yours,
and the rapid flutter of your heart.”


“Danica,” Bryn said, a feeling of dread rapidly stealing
over her, “You’re hurting me.” Danica cocked her head to one side, a lupine
gesture that sent shivers down Bryn’s spine, and then abruptly released her. Danica’s
eyes glassed over and she grew still and Bryn wondered if she had fallen asleep
or else into a trance. Acting out of instinct, Bryn quickly spat out a cantrip
that enabled her to detect and perceive arcane energies. Danica was clad in a
nimbus of indigo light thick as a storm cloud and as bright as a flash of
lighting.


Bryn stumbled away from the inert woman in the face of the
sickening realization. The arcane signature meant one thing—black magic. Danica
was cursed, or else turned a fell sorceress.


Danica looked at her with flat eyes and said, “Elias. Soon,
will I have him again in my grasp.” Her voice was barely more than a whisper,
the tone low and gravely as if it issued from deep within her, spoken from her
diaphragm. Bryn fell back further, dropping into a defensive posture, but
Danica’s features abruptly cleared.


The young woman blinked rapidly. “Bryn…what…I don’t know
what’s come over me. I have been getting entirely too little sleep.”


“Bad dreams?” Bryn managed.


“The most strange. And vivid.” Danica paused and pressed a
couple of fingers between her eyes and massaged the bridge of her nose. “Still,
I am not insane. Elias and I have always had a special bond, like twins. And
with our talents awakening, it has grown stronger. I know that he’s alive. I
know. Please, you mustn’t try to stop me.”


“I don’t think you’re insane, and I have come to trust the
instincts of you Duanas.” Bryn took a deep breath. “That having been said—don’t
do this. It is folly. There is no way that you could rescue Elias yourself, and
you haven’t even considered that this may be a trap. Your death profits your
brother nothing.”


“If that’s the case, then come with me. Together we can slip
past unseen. You know the city, the palace, like no one alive! We could—” Danica
abruptly cut off with a sharp exhale, as if she had taken a blow to the
stomach. Her eyelids drooped and a glassy look stole over the depths of her
murky, sea-green eyes. She paused thusly for several long-felt beats, and as
Bryn found herself on the verge of running for help, the entranced young woman began
to speak in a slow, thick voice. “No matter, spawn of Denar. Even now he is on
the move. He comes to us. But he is not whole. No, not at all. Pity, that. Still,
victory without honor, is victory nonetheless and will sate me yet.”


Danica’s head drooped forward until her chin rested almost on
her chest, and she grew still as death. After an impossibly long minute, during
which Bryn had held her own breath until her lungs burned, Danica inhaled a
ragged breath and her head slowly lifted, a leaden ball on an invisible chain. Her
skin had a peculiar sheen and blue tint, which brought out the flecks of red in
her irises, and lent her the aspect of the undead.


Bryn took a step away from her, stark terror striking her
dumb and weak. Danica shambled forward with a wry grin, an unholy light dancing
in her eyes. Bryn lowered into a fighters crouch, but her legs betrayed her and
bucked and shook with nervous fear. She drew a dagger and held it in an inverse
grip in a high guard. “Danica…” she said, unsure what she feared more—Danica,
or the dagger in her hand.


The young White Habit offered only an inane giggle and then
fell forward onto her knees. She reached out a palsied hand toward Bryn and an
inarticulate, animal moan issued from her blue lips. Without further preamble
she fell forward, landing face-down. No sooner did she crash to the earthen
floor than she began to convulse in a series of wracking seizures. Her eyes
rolled around in their sockets, like a horse in the grips of mortal terror, and
pink foam erupted from her mouth.


Bryn’s knowledge of medicine extended only as far as that of
a field medic, but she knew enough to stabilize a patient before transport. She
took a knee and wedged her sword-belt in Danica’s mouth to keep her from
swallowing her own tongue. She vaguely recalled hearing that restrained
epileptics often dislocated joints or broke bones, so she settled for clearing
debris around the convulsing woman and holding the belt fast.


After some interminable time that was likely only a couple
of minutes, the convulsions gradually lost vigor, receding into weak muscle
spasms and finally stillness. The exhausted Danica looked at the sky with
sightless eyes, pupils dilated to such a degree that Bryn could barely see the
green of her irises, and then with a spastic fluttering of her eyelids she slid
into unconsciousness.









Chapter 31


Fevers


“Marshal, you do not look well.”


“I told you, call me Elias.”


Agnar eyed his fellow fugitive. The southerner’s usually
ruddy complexion had taken on a waxy quality, shiny and ashen. Angry, black
bruises lay beneath his dark eyes, which glittered with a feverish light. “Elias,
you do not look well.”


Elias grinned broadly. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you
that looks aren’t everything?”


“In the time I’ve known you, I have never seen you smile.”


“What can I say? I finally feel optimistic.”


Agnar nudged his horse closer to Elias’s and frowned. He had
seen fever addle the wits of many of his brethren, but the Marshal was a hard
man to read. Though he presently grinned like an idiot, and looked on the verge
of falling out of his saddle all morning, the fact was that he hadn’t. What’s
more, he had led them on a straight course—as near as he could tell—and covered
their trail admirably. Still, it was clear that Elias was not well.


“We need to rest,” Agnar said.


“What you mean is that I need to rest.” When Agnar did not
respond, Elias sighed and looked east, back toward Peidra. “We don’t have much
time, Agnar. The queen’s party didn’t start out with horses but they’ve had several
days head start on us. We need to catch them in time to warn them.”


“We’ll need our strength, as will the horses, if we hope to
be of any use to your queen.”


Elias sighed. “I’ll be better off when we reach our
destination. I suspect rest will do little to restore my strength.”


Agnar frowned and followed Elias’s gaze to the east. For the
first time since he had been South of Ittamar, a chill stole through him and he
shivered. “Rest is always good. However, I understand you are eager to see your
medicine man.”


Elias continued to focus his gaze on the distant horizon,
silent for a pregnant moment. “What I mean is that I do not think this sickness
is entirely natural. I feel that unseen eyes are fastened on me at every
moment, that an alien presence has attached itself to me.”


“You believe you have been cursed?”


“That’s not all. I have been playing the events of the past
couple of days over again in my head, and I am not convinced that our escape
was genuine. Why did we not meet resistance until the first courtyard, and when
we did all of their arrows seemed to target you. They wanted you dead, but for
me to escape—alone.”


Agnar felt the pit of his stomach drop about a foot into his
guts. “You think they let you escape only to track us to your queen?”


Elias nodded. “And they’ve weakened me with this fever-curse
to make it easier to track us and to addle my wits so that I wouldn’t pause to
question our good fortune. They want us to slow down so they can stay fast on
our tail.”


“If you are correct then we are only bringing death to your
queen.”


“On the other hand, we need to warn her of what we have
learned, and the knowledge I only discovered on the night of the coup—that and
what else I gleaned when I was inside Sarad’s head.”


Agnar let the last comment go unaddressed. There were some
things that he didn’t exactly want to know. “So, what do we do then?”


Elias brought his horse around and transfixed Agnar with
dilated, fever-bright eyes. “We do the unexpected, my friend.”


†


“What’s wrong with her?” asked Lar.


“I don’t know,” said Phinneas, who crouched by Danica’s side
inside the cramped tent which also contained Ogden, Bryn, and Eithne. “This is
like no delirium I’ve ever seen. She doesn’t have a fever—in fact she’s ice
cold.”


Lar picked loose a sticky strand of black hair that had
become stuck to Danica’s lips. “Is it a curse?”


Phinneas looked Lar in his slate-grey eyes. “I believe so,
son.”


“Bryn, you found her like this?” Lar asked.


“No. When I approached her she looked fine, if a little
drawn. I surprised her and she almost attacked me. We started talking but when
the conversation turned to her brother she began acting strange, hostile. It
was like she became someone else. Her voice changed and she started talking
like…” Bryn trailed off, at a loss for how to describe the surreal encounter.


“Like what?” Phinneas said, abruptly intense.


Bryn threw her hands up. “It’s hard to explain. It’s almost
as if she were in some kind of trance. Like I was talking with some other
personality and not the Danica I know.”


Ogden and Phinneas exchanged glances. “Could it be?”
Phinneas asked as the color drained from his face.


“I don’t know,” Ogden said slowly. “A case of full
possession is rare and I don’t know anyone that’s actually witnessed one. The
individual usually has ample natural protection against such profanity but
given all the abuse Danica has suffered, and grief, lack of sleep—it is feasible.”


“Possession?” Lar asked in a brittle voice. “Bloody hell. You
can’t be serious. You are serious. Why didn’t you two see this coming?”


The words fell into a deep silence as neither Phinneas nor
Ogden could find the words to answer Lar. The unassuming farmer had been quiet
and reserved since their midnight escape, but at that moment a deluge of
emotion surged through him. The others found themselves acutely reminded of the
raw power of the ordinarily gentle giant as the blood rushed to his face and
the flat muscles of his chest and ham-haunch sized shoulders, cultivated from
years of manual labor, strained against his shirt and the thunder of his voice
filled the tent.


Lar leaned over Danica, so close that were she awake she
would feel his breath on her check. “You listen to me, you demon. You get gone,
or I swear by God’s blood I’ll walk to Hell and sell my soul to Lord Fallow
himself just so he takes you back.” Lar cast Ogden and Phinneas a baleful look
and then brushed his queen aside as he stormed from the tent.


Ignoring the obvious, Eithne said into the charged silence,
“What was she doing out in the wood alone?”


“She was going back to Peidra,” Bryn said. “She thinks Elias
is still alive.”


“That’s preposterous,” Ogden said.


Bryn shot him a look. “She’s been through a lot, and
whatever else you may say about the Duanas, they have uncanny instincts.”


“You actually think she’s right.” Ogden said.


“I don’t think he’s escaped, but they may have kept him
alive. They may be trying to,” Bryn paused and gave Ogden a significant look,
“elicit information from him.” Bryn could tell from the way his shoulders
slumped and how he wouldn’t meet her eye that it was a thought that had
occurred to him as well. “If you thought your brother was in the hands of those
animals would you do less?”


The tent fell quiet again as each of them were left alone
with their grim thoughts. “She seems to be resting quietly now—surely that’s a
good sign,” Eithne said at last.


“We’ll do everything we can for her,” Phinneas said, his large
brown eyes wet. “I owe Padraic and Elias at least that much.”


“If this is possession,” said Ogden in a monotone, “though
her body appears at rest her spirit is fighting for her life.”


†


Danica found herself in a clearing in a deep wood,
standing inside a circle of stones. She counted seven stones, each the size of
a modest sack of grain, engraved with fluid symbols. She couldn’t remember how
she had come to be here but she knew it was imperative that she not leave the
circle of stones. She was sure someone had told her that once.


At the center of the circle sat a silver pool, about the
diameter of a bird’s bath, lambent and placid as glass, but when she reached
out a hand to touch it, it rippled and hummed with an electric thrum of power. In
the pool an image formed of a dark shadow veined with swollen, red arteries. The
vantage of the image changed, pulling back, and she saw herself bundled in a
sleeping roll. She inhaled sharply for the shadow was superimposed over her
like a cocoon and throbbing like a cancerous boil. Red ropes of energy writhed
from the black mass and connected to her body at her belly button, solar
plexus, sternum, throat, and in between her eyes.


“There you are, you little naughty.”


Dancia’s heart dropped. She turned slowly from the pool and
toward the voice of her tormentor. Slade looked like he did the day they had met
him at the Knoll County fair a lifetime ago: dashing and dressed in warm
colors, yet his conjured illusion could not hide the black hunger in his eyes. The
stones emitted a green light and a wind rustled through the canopy and Danica
drew strength from that. “You again,” she said, affecting disinterest.


“And again and again. Death holds no mystery and creates no
barrier for the Necromancer, child. Though I am hungry for a body again.” Slade
gave her a lascivious wink. “Be a good girl and come without a fight and I
won’t have to punish you.”


“This circle will bar you indefinitely.”


Slade reached a hand toward the perimeter of the stones and
met an invisible barrier with a pop that gave birth to a collision of
black and green sparks. “You can stay in there as long as you like but as long
as you do you will remain in limbo, kept from your body and from the other
side. You’ll have to come out and face me eventually.”


Danica’s attention was drawn away from Slade by a flickering
in the pool. She looked into it and smiled at what she saw. “Perhaps not as
long as you think. Elias is coming for you.”


†


“Split up?” said Agnar, incredulous. “You can’t be
serious. You’re in no condition to travel alone and I’m in a strange land
without any supplies.”


Elias licked his cracked lips. “My plan is simple. Once we
gain the Renwood we find the lake on the eastern edge of the forest, which is
where the escape route ends. From there their plan will be to travel along one
of the tributaries of the lake and to an outpost of the Galacian Regulars on
the other side of the forest. The Renwood is over a hundred miles long and it
will take them a week to reach the outpost. You’ll easily be able to overtake
them on horse. You’ll travel along the tributaries so that you won’t leave a
trail.”


“What will you do?”


“I’ll aim for the opposite side of the forest, leaving an
easily followed trail. By the time they catch me, you would have already
overtaken the queen and will be well on your way to the outpost.”


“Your plan is to sacrifice yourself so that I—your ancestral
enemy—can deliver a clandestine message to your queen? You have lost your wits,
son of summer.”


“Look at me, Agnar.” Elias nudged his mount, Brand, closer
to Comet, forcing Agnar to do just that. Agnar looked into Elias’s black and
shining eyes, the iris indistinguishable from the pupil. His skin was bereft of
color and glistened with an unnatural pallor. A spider web of blue veins
protruded against the skin of his neck, creeping ever closer to his face.


“I am done for, Agnar. Mirengi saw to that. He let me escape
with the hope that I would lead him to the queen, but knew he couldn’t let me
live so he set this plague on me, so that even if I did manage to elude his
tail I would die before long and avail my queen nothing. By using so much of my
own magic I depleted my strength and hastened the process.” Elias drew closer
yet to Agnar, leaning out of his saddle. “But his spell cut both ways. He tried
to invade my mind, but in doing so opened up his own to me. I’ve learned his
plan.”


†


“What are you up to, Master?” Talinus asked as he
alighted in Sarad’s study. The wizard sat inside his spell-circle in his study,
legs crossed and in seeming meditation. A scrying mirror rested on the floor
before him.


“I was trying to locate Duana before you interrupted me.” Sarad
opened his scarred eyelids, unleashing a withering blue-eyed gaze onto Talinus.


Talinus’s thoughts roiled. The impertinent—and clever—false
Prelate threatened to undo all his plans. The Kin Carnum curse that
Sarad cast on Elias was no trifle of necromancy. The spell involved a
necromancer investing a portion of his magic, his spirit, in the victim. This
created an energetic loop between the pair, whereby the Necromancer could track
the victim, cast other spells on him from great distances, and even, providing
he had the skill, sense his thoughts and emotions. In this case Sarad had also,
through the Kin Carnum link, cast a fever-curse spell on Duana to ensure
his death in the event they couldn’t recapture him.


The Kin Carnum, however, was a risky gambit, for it
left the Necromancer bereft of the piece of himself that he attached to his
victim, and maintaining the psychic link was draining.


“The Kin Carnum,” Talinus tsked. “Rather risky don’t
you think? Duana is resourceful. What if he catches a glimpse into your skull,
like he did when you tried to invade his memories?”


“It was a risk I had to take,” Sarad snapped, brittle with
his exertion. “Some magic protects him and insulates his mind. It would be
impossible to break him.”


“Maybe with magic, but whatever happened to scalpel and
pliers? That’s worked for millennia. No, Sarad, I think your hunger for
vengeance is the reason you let Duana go.” Talinus could feel Sarad’s anger
rolling off him in waves as his aura blackened.


“Don’t be absurd, imp, and mind yourself lest you overstep
your bounds.”


Talinus continued his relentless press. “You want revenge
for what Duana has done to you. He almost destroyed you though he was
outnumbered thirteen to one. You actually died for a brief moment in time and
the magic that brought you back has left you hideously scarred and twisted like
a gargoyle from the pit.”


Sarad screamed an inarticulate curse and thrust a hand
forward. A ragged spear of black energy burst from him. Talinus had been
prepared for the outburst and erected a subtle shield before him to redirect
the energy away from him, but the force of the blow repelled him, launching him
across the room and into the wall.


Talinus looked up from the floor. “You let him escape so
that in the end when you capture the queen and her allies he will blame himself
for leading you to them and then you’ll make him watch as you destroy them all
and summon your dark Lords from their slumber. You want him to have the
illusion of hope only to snatch it away from him in the last act.”


“You forget yourself,” said Sarad, standing, his voice
growing quiet.


“Mark my words—your pride has undone you. You never should
have let the Marshal go for he will yet foil you. Again.”


Overcome by hatred and anger, Sarad unleashed a deluge of
fell magic on Talinus, fueling his power with every mote of black emotion in
his soul. A tsunami of black energy washed over the imp. After the climax of
fell magic Sarad felt better, but realized he would need to acquire a new
familiar. He spared the broken and lifeless imp a long look before he felt a
tug at his mind.


He stepped into his spell-circle and picked up his scrying
mirror. Using the psychic connection he had formed with Duana he focused on the
mirror and willed that an image of him would form out of the chaos of the
churning energies caught in its glass. In a way the scrying mirror was a portal
through which the adept could peer through space and, providing the arcanist
had achieved mastery, even time. The rainbow maelstrom of energy slowed and
darkened to a deep indigo and became placid. Sarad had at last homed in on
Duana’s signature. He poured a yet increased amount of will and magic into the
mirror and, as veins protruded in his temples and capillaries burst in his flushed
face, the indigo image began to lighten until he saw the natural light of
midday illuminating the face of his quarry.


“See? I told you I could find him.” Sarad looked up from the
mirror, only to remember that Talinus was gone. He felt a pang in his breast,
but presently returned his attention to the mirror. He grinned as he listened
to the conversation between the Marshal and the northman. After they finished
he pulled the image up and away from the two men, above them and to the tree
line. He continued elevating the viewing portal until he had a bird’s eye view
of the Renwood. Sarad felt enormously pleased. The ancient and mystic Renwood
was the perfect setting for this little drama to be brought to a close. He only
hoped that Duana would last long enough to be recaptured.


Sarad set his mirror in the center of the spell-circle and
closed the portal. With a flick of his will he cast the doors to his study
open. The two Handsman who attended him looked inside. “Prepare a sending to
our brothers in the field. I have located the queen.”


†


Agnar felt the uncomfortably close presence of Elias
and the intense gravity of his eyes. The Marshal said, “When we reach Gaudvaug
Lake you will set out along the tributary that cuts south and east, toward the
queen, while I will head toward the western edge of the wood. Understood?”


“I don’t even know which way is east. This damned forest is
so thick I can’t even see the sun.”


“I’ll ride with you that far and point it out.” Elias shot
Agnar a significant look, but it was lost on the Northerner who didn’t know what
the Marshal was about. Elias fell silent again and swayed in his saddle. After
a couple minutes he straightened and his eyes sharpened. Surreptitiously he
cast his eyes to either side and then up at the tree-line as if he was looking
for something. Tightening his hold on Brand’s reins he said, “Come then and
let’s see how well a northern man can handle a southern horse.” With that Elias
prodded Brand into a dead run.


Agnar observed that Elias had begun acting odd since they
had gained the great wood, which wasn’t saying much, he conceded to himself. The
Marshal acted like a man who thought he was being followed even though there
wasn’t the slightest sign of pursuit. He constantly checked their retreat and
glanced about or sat still in his saddle as if listening for something he alone
could hear, which could very well be the case—Agnar had seen men hallucinate in
their sickbeds with fever more than he would care to admit. At other times
Elias pretended he didn’t know what Agnar was talking about. Still, whatever
the southerner’s game was, Agnar owed him his life and would stick by him,
addled wits or not. In any case, it seemed his consent was superfluous,
considering his horse had set out after Elias without any prodding on his part.


A half day’s hard ride later they approached the banks of a
modest river that wound around towering oaks and southern maples. Some few
miles later the river forked and Elias brought them to a halt and dismounted. He
crouched by the water while Brand sated his thirst. He eyes closed as he rested
his head on his knees. Agnar followed suit and lead Comet to the water. He had
begun to think that Elias had fallen asleep when the Marshal said, “This fork
on the right is the path you want to take. The water is shallow enough by the
bank that you should be able to run Comet with little trouble.”


Agnar opened his mouth to protest Elias’s plan to split up
when another thought occurred to him. He gazed through the opening in the
forest canopy that the river provided and found slants of light from the
setting sun. “I thought you wanted me to take the southeast tributary?”


“The right fork is the one you want.”


“Earlier you said the southeast fork, and then after that
when the river forks again to stay on southeast tributary.”


“Take the right fork and follow it all the way to the queen,
or find her at the outpost on the other side of the forest. Trust me.”


Agnar sighed. “This plan, splitting up like this, it is
folly.”


Elias rose and took Agnar by the shoulders. “If you have
ever trusted me, Agnar, I beg you trust me now. The queen must know what I have
learned at all costs. Oberon has taken the throne. He was in bed with the
Prelate prior to the coup, which I’m sure won’t be a great leap of faith for her.
Between Mirengi’s men and Oberon’s mercenaries they practically have an army of
their own, aside from the fact that they have assumed control of all of
Peidra’s swords, guards and regulars alike. But what is of the utmost
importance is that Mirengi needs the queen, and he needs her alive.”


“By the Gods,” Agnar breathed, transfixed by the intensity
of Duana’s gaze.


“Now listen well, for it is what follows that they must
know. The king that banished Mirengi’s necromantic Lords centuries ago did so
with a very strong magic, but it was so powerful that it needed a constant
source of energy to be maintained. King Mathias knew if his spell faded the
Senestrati would return, so he bound it to his bloodline, to his very life
force and that of his descendants, thus securing his spell to an everlasting
source of energy. The spell that keeps the seventh house bound is alive in
every member of the Denar bloodline. Mirengi needs to sacrifice the queen and
Bryn in a fell ritual to break the bond and free his masters, who even now
slumber but stir. I’m not sure I quite grasp how, but I gleaned from Mirengi’s
thoughts, that the original surviving members of the Senestrati who attempted
the coup all those years ago are in some kind of stasis. They must know this. It
is of the utmost importance. Whatever happens, Sarad cannot get his hands on the
queen and Bryn. Promise me.”


“I don’t understand a word of what you’ve said.”


“You don’t have to. Just deliver the message.”


Agnar felt his stomach drop. “You should tell her this, not
me.”


“Tell Ogden that it was right before us in the poem of
binding the entire time: He bound them in the Heart’s own blood. Only
the translation was wrong, for the poet meant The Hart, as in the Stag. The
blood of the Stag—the blood of House Denar.”


Elias mounted Brand and offered Agnar a grim smile. The Marshal
looked worse than ever, his skin having taken on the ashen, waxy aspect of the
dead, but a preternatural fire smoldered in his eyes, like the dying coals of a
hearth-fire that appeared cool to the eye but had the heat to boil blood in the
vein. “Fear not, friend. You will see me again, in this life or the next. You
don’t have far to go, and I have every faith in you. Now, give me your word you
will see this done.”


“You have it, son of summer,” Agnar swore.


With that Elias was off, thundering through the darkening
wood, and Agnar, dumfounded, stood and watched him go.









Chapter 32


Visitations


Aaron Vash signaled his men to stop. The Marshal’s
giant copper stallion lay on its side breathing weakly in a gully at the bottom
of a steep slope some fifty yards down. Vash and his Hand had been following
the half-dead Marshal’s erratic trail for two days now, since receiving the
telepathic sending from Mirengi. It seemed their quarry had ridden his horse
half to death, yet Vash had survived this long as a lieutenant of the Scarlet
Hand by never taking anything at face value. Even though Mirengi had reported
that Duana had succumbed to a fever curse through the Kin Carnum, all
accounts spoke to the Marshal’s cunning and resilience. Vash reached out with
his senses to see if he could detect Duana’s presence or catch a trace of his
aura.


“Well then, Vash, shall we be on with it?” asked Bragan.


Vash grunted. He didn’t sense any sign of the Marshal. “Smells
like a trap.”


“You can read the tracks as well as I and you’ve seen a man
addled by a fever curse. The marshal is in the grips of delirium. We have to
find him while he’s still on this side of the veil and stabilize him. Do you
want to explain to Lord Mirengi that we’ve denied him the pleasure of taking
Duana’s life because we hesitated?”


“No,” Vash said. Mirengi had given them express orders that
they were to capture Duana alive. “Bragan, go down there with Keif and check
things out. I’ll stay up here with Vahn and Utho on the high ground and cover
you.”


“Very well.”


Bragan and his two companions guided their horses down the
steep slope. Halfway down the slope Keif began to curse. Vash stiffened and
drew his scimitar. “It’s nothing,” Bragan called to them, his voice thick with
disgust, “Keif’s horse has gotten its hoof stuck. The soil is loose.”


Vash relaxed. That explained Duana’s horse. The beast likely
lost its footing and broke a leg and Duana crawled off to hide, or to die. He
only hoped they found him before the latter happened. He did not want to
explain to Mirengi how they had failed to reach the Marshal in time. Vash
relaxed his sword arm and nudged his horse forward to get a better look at
Bragan’s progress.


Bragan and Keif dug around the stymied horse’s stuck leg
when Bragan stiffened sharply. “What the hell?” He looked up the slope at Vash.
Vash pressed his horse to the crest of the slope and then heard a long wet
sound come from behind him followed by two thuds. Vahn and Utho’s horses sped
past him, snorting in terror while his own mount reared, spooked by the coppery
scent of blood. Vash pulled hard at the reins in an effort to turn around but a
large crash and two screams pulled his attention back down the slope.


Duana’s horse was up and breaking into a dead run. Where on
earth did Duana get a rope that long? Vash thought numbly, before realizing
that it wasn’t a rope but a corded braid of vine tied to the behemoth
stallion’s bridle. The other end was affixed to a rotten log which had been
buried under the loose earth and leaves—the very culprit that had caused Keif’s
horse to become stuck. When the log jerked from its precarious resting place,
the horse’s leg snapped and initiated an avalanche of tumbling horse flesh and
loose earth and stone that was presently joined by Vahn and Utho’s bolting
mounts—an avalanche his men were buried alive in.


Vash had scanned the area for Duana, using his arcane senses
to detect the Marshal, but he hadn’t thought to direct his scan up. Duana had
left them a tidy booby trap that didn’t involve a single shred of magic and thus
escaped Vash’s scan while he hid up in a tree waiting for them to trigger it. Vash
brought his horse around and faced Duana. The Marshal stood behind him, between
the bodiless heads of Vahn and Utho, with his sword extended at the end of an
arcing slice. The Marshal had the grey pallor and red-rimmed eyes of one in the
final stages of the fever curse, but his aura crackled around him, vibrant blue
and flickering with veins of silver lightning.


“I’m a little insulted he only sent five,” Duana said,
“although, admittedly, I am feeling a little under the weather.”


“Not at all,” Vash said cordially, “Occupying the attention
of an entire Hand is high praise indeed.” Vash dismounted while keeping a close
eye on the marshal, who didn’t so much as blink. “You’re almost finished,
Marshal. I’d say surrender to me and I’d lift the curse. Most men would say
yes, because if they had the opportunity for even one more breath then there’s
always the hope, however slim, a situation would arise where they could turn
the tables. But you’re not most men.”


“I would say put up your sword and forget all this business.
Take your life and forget Galacia, forget the Hand, forget House Senestrati’s
dark covenant. But you live by the sword and could never lay it down.”


Vash smiled and raised his scimitar into a high guard. “I
fear the will of my dark masters more than death.”


“Then we are both in luck.”


“How’s that?”


“Today we will both be free from the shadow of the Seventh
House,” Elias said and then lunged.


†


Danica watched as her brother engaged the last Handsman,
who lost the battle in the first blow. To his credit, the agile assassin turned
Elias’s first lunge, albeit barely, having not anticipated Elias’s explosive
opening. The Handsman was thrown off balance from that initial maneuver and was
unable to regain control before Elias capitalized on his advantage.


After the Senestrati fell Elias stumbled on dead legs to the
foot of a large oak and collapsed with his back against the trunk. Danica could
see the labored rise and fall of his chest and knew he didn’t have long. She
needed to help him but hadn’t the foggiest idea how to escape the dream-like
world she found herself in. She was safe in the circle of stones but she knew
that as soon as she left them Slade would be waiting for her. Frustrated, angry
tears streamed down her face.


“Don’t fear for your brother, he will live. He has too much
to accomplish to leave the world behind right now, and he knows it. But he does
need your help.”


Danica looked up from the pool, expecting more of Slade’s
trickery, but her breath caught in her throat as she beheld a woman of delicate
but surpassing beauty clad in an alabaster gown and radiating a white aura
edged in the pink of winter rose. Her skin was so pale that it appeared almost
translucent, and her eyes burned an exotic green, so much like Danica’s own. Danica’s
throat felt thick and she grew faint as a rush of pins and needles washed over
the backs of her arms, up her spine, over her shoulders and neck and
culminating over her crown. “Mom?”


When she smiled Danica began to weep.


“Yes, child, it’s me.”


“I’ve missed you so much.”


“Then you should know that I am with you often. We talk most
nights while you are asleep, but only when you are in the deepest of dreams, so
you have no conscious recollection of it when you awake.”


“But, Mom, you’re dead,” Danica sobbed, fearing that this
was another of Slade’s tricks.


The shade of her mother took a step into the circle of rune
stones. “This is not a trick, Danica. Slade is gone at present.”


“You can read my thoughts?”


“Danica, there is much that I would tell you but there isn’t
time. I have not been able to reach you in your dreams since Slade has exerted
his power over you. You must rejoin your body so that you can help Elias. A man
is coming to your camp. He has helped your brother. The others are frightened,
especially the two young soldiers. They won’t want to believe this man from the
north, but you must make them.”


“What about Elias?”


“I will help your brother. Your father and I will see that
he lives until you reunite.”


“Dad’s with you?”


“Yes. Presently he is with Elias, protecting him. Now listen,
please. Time is different here. Days have already passed in your world. We will
guide Elias toward your camp with what strength remains to him, for he is close
to the other side and we will be able to exert a greater influence over him. However,
we are unable to heal his affliction, though we will lend him what succor we
can. You alone can save Elias, and he alone can save you. You are like binary
stars, a pair, and are destined to rise, or fall, together.”


Danica didn’t know how she would honor her mother’s wishes,
but she promised if there was a way she would find it. “I’ll do as you say. Only
I don’t know how.”


“You do know how, you need only remember what you’ve
forgotten. But first you must help Agnar Vundi and to do that you must wake
up.”


“I’m stuck here.”


“I’ve shown this place to you, child, long ago, yet this is
but a facsimile and exists only in your mind. Your body and world are but a
thought away.” Edora Duana waved a hand over the silver pool. It rippled and in
it an image appeared of Danica lying in her tent. “See, there you are. Feel
your body around you. Feel your toes and fingers wiggling and the dust of sleep
in your eyes. Feel the ground beneath your back and the soft weight of the
sleeping roll pressing into you.”


Danica felt herself grow light and then she was falling, through
the pool, before passing into a shadowy realm where vague, amorphous shapes
flashed in her peripheral vision. She heard her mother’s voice echoing in her
mind. Danica, you and your brother have a hard road yet ahead but you will
succeed together. Do not give up hope. Now, child, quickly, wake up!


Danica opened her eyes, casting aside her sleeping blankets
in the same instant, and sprang from her sickbed.


†


Agnar poked idly at the fire. The still of the night
lay on the camp and all he could hear was the crackle of the flames and the
hiss of sap boiling out of green wood, but he felt the eyes of the Galacian’s
on his back.


When he had approached the camp he made no effort to hide
his coming or blunt the sound of his passage. He did not want to catch the
Galacians unaware or be mistaken for an assassin or rogue. He had found the
foot tracks of the queen’s party a day after he left Elias and about half a day
after that the tracks grew sporadic. Evidently the Galacians had returned to
cover their trail. Agnar continued to follow Elias’s directions and soon
spotted the first sign that he closed on them.


A pair of Galacian guardsman were running sentry duty
through the forest, presumably checking to see if the enemy had found them. Agnar
pretended not to notice them because he felt that as long as the Galacians had
the upper hand they would bide their time until they found what he was about. He
pulled Comet off Elias’s course and meandered away from the river so as to
allow the guardsmen to return to their camp and report their findings. It was
his hope that if the queen’s camp knew of his presence they would be less
likely to react violently.


As he spotted the smoke from their low-burning fire winding
through the twilight he felt the presence of a couple of men flanking him, but
he resisted the temptation to turn about in his saddle and check. He slowed
Comet to cautious walk and as he approached the perimeter of the camp cried,
“Ho! Galacians! I, Agnar of clan Vundi, come in peace to deliver a message from
Marshal Duana.”


A disembodied voice said, “Elias Duana is dead, so I ask you
what treachery is this, Agnar Vundi?” A second voice, also speaking out of the
empty air, said, “You are flanked by two of Galacia’s finest archers. Make a
false move and you’ll be easy target practice for them. Keep your hands where
we can see them.”


“Gladly,” Agnar said as he scanned the dark and seemingly
empty camp, “except I don’t know what you can or can’t see as you are presently
invisible. As for the archers, Elias did not mention having put bows and arrows
in your escape boat. Again I say, I am here as your ally with a message of
grave importance.”


His words met a pregnant silence and Agnar felt sweat wind
down his neck. Then there was the rustle of a tent flap and Danica Duana strode
toward him. “For shame,” she said, “this man has helped Elias foil the Hand, I
think we can spare him the parlor tricks. Now, where is my brother?”


“We were forced to split up,” Agnar said in a hollow voice. “He
thought that we were being tracked, perhaps by some black magic. He ran toward
the center of the wood in a hope to lead our pursuers away from the queen. He
sent me to deliver his message.”


The air before Agnar shimmered and Lady Bryn Denar
materialized. “Is it true? Elias lives?”


“Presently, but he is in peril, having succumbed to a black
curse. Mirengi took him captive but kept him alive so that he could learn his
secrets.” Agnar swallowed. “I could hear his screams from my cell, but he never
broke. I thought he had died but one day he literally blew out his cell wall
and rescued me and together we escaped. He could have left me to die, but he
saved me.”


Brush rustled behind Agnar and he stiffened, but held his
ground, and his breath. Eithne Denar circled in front of him. “Master Vundi, I
think you better start from the beginning. Join us by the fire and warm your
bones.”


Agnar filled them in on everything that had happened since
their escape as he warmed his hands by the fire. As soon as he finished the
Galacians began firing one question at him after another, but only one stood
out and kept rolling around inside his head as they discussed their next move
and his fate: Why did you leave my brother alone? He had looked up at
Danica Duana, into her feline eyes, and found his mouth had gone dry.


Elias is persuasive, he had said. He made me promise to do
as he said. I didn’t want to leave him behind. His words echoed hollowly in his
ears. Danica made no response but continued to look at him openly with those
unsettling green eyes.


So there he remained, poking at the fire, waiting to see
what fate had in store for him and his tenuous allies, all the while wondering
about his new and unlikely friend, the singular Elias Duana. Just when he
thought he could sit still no longer a din of arguing voices drew toward him.


Danica stepped over the log he was sitting on. “You must
tell me exactly where it was you split with Elias.”


“You’re going after him?” Agnar said weakly.


Danica snorted. “Did you expect less, northman?”


“With all due respect, lass, you’ll never find him,” said
Ogden. “And I might add that you are in no condition to ride out. In any case it’ll
be easier for him to find us, and don’t forget Agnar’s message. We have to keep
the queen and Bryn safe at all costs. We need to send them ahead to the
garrison on the horse.”


“Agnar said that Elias is half-dead. He’ll never make it
alone. He needs me. He’s already destroyed a full Hand while Agnar was riding here.”


“How could you possibly know that?” Phinneas asked, and a
beat later Bryn and Lar both said, “I’m coming with you.” Meanwhile Ogden
pressed back into the conversation.


“Silence!” Danica cried as she slashed her hand
through the air. The single spoken word echoed with the resonant heft of an
arcane command and the group fell into a stunned silence, compelled by Danica’s
power. “Ogden, the queen is safer on foot with two wizards, four adept swords,
and one hell of a bitch. Bryn, your duty is to your queen and country not my
brother, and Comet is too weary to support two riders in his present condition,
which means you’re definitely out, Lar.


“Phinneas, I was right when I told the queen that Elias was
still alive, I was right when I said that he was coming for us, and I am right
now when I say that without my aid he will die. The queen must escape, granted,
but Elias is the only one that can defeat Mirengi, and deep in your hearts you
all know it to be true. Forces beyond our ken have drawn my brother and I into
this struggle, and now, I beg of you, let us finish what began on that tragic Midsummer’s
Day. Let fate not have spent my family’s blood in vain.”


Her words fell into a heavy silence as the party exchanged
uncomfortable glances. Agnar crouched with his back to the fire and peered off
into the dark wood in the direction that he imagined Elias would be. “I never should
have left him,” he said.


“I don’t imagine he left you much choice,” Danica said with
a tight smile, “we Duanas tend to be persuasive. Sometimes things happen the
way they are meant to, though we can’t always understand the why of it.”


“Very well, Danica,” said the queen. “Go.”


“You can’t be serious,” Ogden protested.


Eithne fixed her hazel eyes on her most trusted counselor. “This
past week not an hour has gone by that I haven’t cursed myself for not lending
more credence to Elias’s instincts. Now I may have a chance to remedy that. Danica,
Godspeed. We’ll await your return here.”


“Preposterous!” Ogden cried. “Child, we must strike for the
garrison with all due haste. The Hand is likely onto us and they are mounted. We
don’t know how long we have. We’ve tarried long enough.”


“It seems to me we’ll have better odds if we fortify our
position here and lay an ambush than if they fall upon us on the trail.” After the
queen’s words the party fell to arguing again, with each member striving to be
heard.


“I don’t have any more time to waste,” Danica said facing
the only one who remained silent, Agnar. “Whatever you decide to do, we’ll find
you.” Before anyone could protest further she sprinted to Comet, mounted, and
before her foot was in the other stirrup and without a look behind she urged
him into a canter.


†


My Lord, we have followed your instructions
verbatim, but have yet to locate the queen’s camp.


Sarad leaned forward, peering deeper into his scrying
mirror. Using the mirror to present him with an image of the communicant gave
him a focal point and made it easier for him to transmit and receive telepathic
messages. The piece of black stone that hung around the necks of his
lieutenants served the same purpose, for the semi-opaque crystal was a potent
conduit of psychic energy. Have you had any word from Lieutenant Vash?


None, my Lord.


I’ve warned you that the Marshal is cunning, even in his
present condition, as are his allies. Sarad let no small measure of his
wrath bleed through the mirror and into the message so that his
lieutenant would be fully aware of his displeasure. Duana has misdirected us
somehow.


Unless some other misfortune has befallen you,
discounting Vash’s hand, you have four hands remaining to you. Is that correct,
Kant?


Yes, my Lord.


Excellent. Send two hands after Duana and two to hunt
down the queen.


Two full hands for Duana?


You evidently heard me, so I must wonder why you make me
repeat myself.


Forgive me, my Lord. I was merely surprised, for surely
Duana must be dead by now.


I’ll tell you who’s dead—Vash and all his men. Duana, a
single man, alone and under the rigors of the Kin Carnum, killed them all. See
that you are more careful. Bring Duana to me alive, or don’t return at all. The
queen is in those woods somewhere. Find her. Capture her and her party, for
they will be the fodder for the ritual that awakens the ancient lords of House
Senestrati. Understood?


Yes, my Lord. Your will shall be done.


Sarad severed the telepathic link with a thought and rose
from his spell-circle. His stomach knotted in rage as he left his study and
made his way into his audience chamber. Perhaps Talinus had been right, he
thought as he reached for his ivory pipe, and letting Duana go had been a grave
mistake. He sank into his armchair with a sigh and drew on the long-stemmed
pipe, watching as blue skeins of smoke wound lazily through the air.


An abrupt knock thundered at his door. Sarad’s brief moment
of peace shattered, and he thundered back. “You were told I was not to be
disturbed!”


The door to his chambers crashed open and through them
strode Geoffery Oberon.


“We told him that you were indisposed, but he wouldn’t
listen,” said one of Sarad’s attendants.


“Close the doors behind you,” Sarad said quietly. “Dear,
Lord Oberon, what a pleasant surprise.”


“Now, you listen here, Mirengi, I have been trying to reach
you for days. You promised me that you would clear up this business with the
queen. If she resurfaces and goes public we could all be knee-deep in it. And why
are all your goons lurking around my palace? Your Justicars can be found on
every street corner in Peidra and are acting as if they run this city. Now, I
don’t know who you—” Oberon abruptly ceased his rant and eyed Sarad with a
quizzical expression that presently turned incredulous. “Are you smoking
Opium?”


“Not just Opium, but Aradur’s finest black tar. What were
you saying, dear boy? It seems I drifted off there for a moment.”


Oberon trembled and his face went scarlet. He took a long
step toward Sarad. “I don’t know who in the nine hells you think you are
Mirengi—”


Sarad surged to his feet and extended a hand, and Oberon
found himself hurled from his feet and into the air by an invisible force. The
world went sideways. Oberon struggled to collect his thoughts and push himself
off the floor when someone grabbed him by his collar and jerked him up.


He whacked the crown of his head on something hard and
blinked rapidly to clear the swimming stars from his eyes. He felt a terrible
pressure on the top of his skull and tasted bile in the back of his throat. Before
he could master himself vomit poured from his mouth and nose. After he stopped
heaving he coughed weakly and with spastic hands rubbed tears from his eyes. When
he orientated himself he lifted his head from his chest and screamed at what he
saw.


An invisible and unyielding power pinned him to the corner
of the ceiling, bending his neck at a near impossible angle and leaving his
legs to dangle in the empty air. Terror gripped him fast as he saw an inhuman
madness dancing in the Prelate’s bright blue eyes.


“You’ve made a deal with the devil,” the Prelate said,
showing the pink of his gums as he snarled. “Count yourself fortunate that I
still need you alive because I am not having a good day. You best hope that
you’re on my good side when my masters arrive because then your only function
will be my amusement. Now go home and count your golden coins and toy soldiers,
for they will avail you little in the days to come. Enjoy them while you can. Now,
let me show you the door.”


Sarad cast open the doors to his chambers with a thought and
with a motion of his hand hurled Oberon through the open portal and into the
hallway beyond.









Chapter 33


Ghosts


“Is he alive?”


“Barely. Only Lord Mirengi can lift the curse but I may be
able to stabilize him, give him a couple more days.” The black-cloaked man
extended a hand about an inch above Elias’s sternum and chanted a couple of
words in the guttural tongue of his masters. A nimbus of brick-red energy
cocooned the fallen Marshal.


Brand reared up onto his hind legs and snorted, kicking his
forelegs wildly. “Contain that beast!” One of the Hand’s comrades fired a
paralyzing bolt of indigo energy at Brand and grabbed his reins.


Elias watched the entire procession numbly, looking down as
Sarad’s minion worked on his body. I suppose this is what it’s like to be a
ghost, Elias thought. He held up his spectral hand and wiggled his fingers.
His spirit body seemed real enough to him, if lighter and with an opalescent
aspect.


You’re not dead, but your consciousness has fled your
body, said a voice, seeming to issue from nowhere and everywhere at once.


Elias grew stone-still and his heart would have leapt, had
he one. Slowly he turned about. Dad?


Hello, son, said Padraic Duana.


He was young again and looked like he did before Elias’s
mother died, with jet-black hair and eyes bright with a mirthful light. He
rested a spectral hand on his son’s shoulder and Elias felt a warm, electric
tingle as their energy fields touched.


You look hardly older than me.


What can I say, the other side has been kind to me,
Padraic said with a wry grin.


I feared I would never see you again.


Yet deep down you knew that I was still with you, did you
not?


I’ve missed you. There are times when I could have used
your advice.


Padraic smiled lightly. I’ve often been at your side, and
always when you needed me most. When your shield warms that’s me warning you.


Elias’s mind reeled. I thought that was a function of the
shield, some marshal enchantment.


That old thing is just a hunk of sliver plated pewter,
but it was precious to me as a symbol of my vocation. Because I had a strong
attachment to it on earth it acts as a bridge between our two worlds, so I am
able to communicate with you, in a fashion. Though the item is mundane in your
terms, in a way it represents the most powerful magic of all—the love of a
father for his son. And it contains the secret knowledge you require to defeat
the Hand.


The world around Elias began to waver like a reflection in a
placid pool that suddenly had a stone thrown into it. This is it,
thought Elias. I have died and am passing over to whatever lies on the other
side of life. Instead, the Renwood, his body, the Scarlet Hand, all
disappeared and he found himself in his room back at the Duana homestead in
Knoll Creek.


†


Danica cursed. She crouched behind a copse of abelia
bushes on the crest of a hillock. She had found Elias after two days hard ride,
following naught but Agnar’s sparse directions and her intuition, but she had
also found two Hands of the enemy.


She watched in impotent rage as they tied Elias to his own
horse. He flopped and hung like a dead man, but in her gut she knew a shred of
life yet remained to him, albeit not much. Her teeth ground and her body
trembled. She took a deep, steadying breath and forced herself to remain still.
The only sensible choice available to her was to tail the two Hands and await
an opportunity when she could catch them unawares so that she could steal Elias
away whilst he was tied to Brand.


I can help you defeat them.


Danica started and spun around on the balls of her feet as
the whisper of a voice tickled the nape of her neck. In her haste she lost her
balance and fell from her crouch and onto her belly. The bushes rustled and her
stomach dropped. She lifted her head a hair and looked down the hillock at the
Hand. The black cloaked figures looked toward her, some drew steel. Her breath
caught in her throat.


Fortune favored her, however, for her spill had disturbed a
handful of cardinals who inhabited the abelias. One of the Handsmen pointed at
the birds taking flight and gave a hearty guffaw. Still, a couple of them
continued to search the hillock with their eyes. Danica pressed herself into
the earth and imagined that a dark cloak draped her, hiding her from view or
from the Hand’s preternatural senses. After a long moment, the men turned back
to their mounts and then set off.


Danica exhaled a long sigh of relief and slowly rolled out
of the bushes. She gave her immediate area a scan, searching for a person
belonging to the voice that had so startled her, though in her heart she knew
to whom it belonged—the shade of Slade, who continued to haunt her.


Her skills as a tracker left much to be desired but she had
learned the basics from her father. In this case the difficulty was not in
following her quarry but in avoiding detection. She had no doubt that Sarad’s
minions were highly skilled without the aid of their not inconsiderable fell
magic. Her basic tactic was to follow their trail cautiously on Comet, as fast
as she dare, and then at night tie the gelding off and approach the last few
miles on foot to scout the camp. Her method left her exhausted, for by the time
she found their camp it was the middle of the night.


The Hand kept a break-neck pace that she could not match
whilst trying to track them and remain undetected, and so by the third night on
their trail sleep had become a stranger to her. She knew she couldn’t keep it
up for much longer, yet nor had she been afforded the opportunity she had hoped
for. The Hand was ever vigilant and always kept a four man watch, one posted at
each of the cardinal directions. To further complicate her situation at every
step she could feel the ever lingering presence of Slade, his phantom eyes
tracking her every move.


What sleep there was to be had, was fitful to put it lightly.
Her slumber was ever agitated, for she felt an electric charge in the air
around her, a heavy pressure upon her bosom, a clammy press upon her skin, and
at times the sensation of something rustling through her hair.


Chiefly, she ignored his unseen presence for she didn’t want
to give the rapacious fiend any satisfaction, but it grew more difficult by the
moment. As she got less and less sleep and her fatigue deepened she felt nearer
yet to him and could hear the slither of his voice in her mind. He would remark
on the fullness of her body and how he yearned for her flesh, to nibble on the
parts of her skin that had never been touched by the light of day.


Through all of it came the constant coy remark, the one
thing he said that she could hear with perfect clarity: I can help you
defeat them. Together we can save your brother. Yet she knew well the price
of Slade’s aid.


So she ignored him to the best of her ability and focused on
the task at hand, but as she crouched in the sharp autumn air at the edge of the
Scarlet Hand’s camp on the third night Danica Duana knew despair. She had but a
single short-sword and a pair of daggers and her fledgling magic to defeat two
Hands of the enemy.


She could even now sense Slade close at her back, feel the
cold of him. There are too many of them, he whispered in her ear, echoing
her own thoughts, his voice the rustle of dead leaves at the edge of winter. You
cannot hope to stand against so many, but I can grant you the power to destroy
them. All of them. Live as one with me, or die without me.


Danica ignored him and looked ahead at Elias, unconscious
and bundled by the fire. She knew he didn’t have long and frankly neither did
she. Once they broke the Renwood and reached open ground any chance she had to
take them was beyond nil. She knew with a cold certainty that she would have to
take them tonight or not at all. “Very well,” she said softly into the hollow
whistle of the wind, “you’ll have your bloody day, but if Elias doesn’t make it
out of this alive I’ll put my own dagger in my heart and take you to hell with
me.”


Surrender your protection and let me enter. I will give
you such power that you can incinerate all your enemies.


“Very well.”


Say it!


“I’m surprised you are so eager to strike against your
former brothers and free the man that killed you.”


You’re stalling. He hasn’t long.


“Then you best answer me quickly or we’ll both be
disappointed.”


I owe those men nothing, Slade hissed in her mind. They
are as self serving as I was. I want to live again, through you. The door to
the other side is closed to me. You are the only door available to me now, my
love.


Danica shuddered and felt bile rise up her throat. She
swallowed. “And Elias?” She could feel the acrid burn of his rage as she spoke
her brother’s name.


If he crosses to the other side he is lost to me forever.
I will have my vengeance on him, but not by his death. My revenge is stealing
you from him forever. What you reap is his life and thus the deliverance of
your world from Sarad Mirengi. An even exchange, no?


Danica felt something tear in her at that moment. She found
herself standing again in the circle of stones in the center of that deep and
mystic wood. The stones emitted a blue-white light and symbols of binding
hovered in the still air. Slade stood outside the circle and she saw him then
as he really was—a hulking, hunched creature, eyes red-rimmed and feral with
unholy hunger, stooped over by the gravity of his own animosity and despair, which
writhed about him as a shadowy mass tinged the bloated red of a septic wound.


Let. Me. In.


Danica sobbed.


Break the circle. Speak the words.


The wood grew dark and all Danica could see were the stones
and Slade’s fell, true aspect. Forgive me, she thought. “I permiss you
entrance, Slade Kezia.”


The circle of rune stones shattered.


†


Bryn stared up into the star-riddled night. The thick
canopy of the Renwood usually impeded all view of the sky, but they had made
their camp in a small clearing which allowed for a small slice of the heavens
to be viewed. She found the archer, the first constellation her father taught
her. She could hear his words echoing in her memory. As the moon rises the
archer’s arrow will always fly toward Peidra. Remember that if you ever become
lost and you will find your way home. Now as she gazed up at the archer she
doubted if she would ever see her home again, for she had a sinking feeling that
she would never leave this wood. She heard Ogden and Eithne arguing at the
perimeter of the camp but she pretended she didn’t hear them and continued to
gaze at the heavens.


They had struck a slow pace through the woods, never
wandering far from the river. All the while Ogden urged Eithne to speed up
their progress but the queen wanted Danica and Elias to be able to catch them
and so set a middling tempo for their march. Bryn heard a shuffle behind her and
turned to find Lar approaching. She patted the log beside her and said, “Have a
seat then, biggun.”


The log creaked beneath Lar’s weight. “Nice night.”


“Yessir.” Bryn waited for Lar to get on with what he was
about. She had learned long ago that when pressed most men clam up quick as a
cricket, but if you gave them silence not a one of them could resist telling
you what was on his mind.


“I can’t believe I just let her ride off like that. I’ve
never been much good when the chips are down.”


“Nonsense, you big oaf. Feeling sorry for yourself isn’t
going to do them or us a lick of good.”


Lar sighed. “I can’t help thinking of them out there all
alone, not knowing if they’re alive or dead. It feels like we’ve just been
waiting for the axe to fall since we got in that boat.”


“And the waiting is the hardest part.”


“Especially here. There’s something not quite right about
this wood, and now that we’re out of earshot of the river it’s so quiet it’s giving
me the creeps.”


Bryn felt the hairs on the nape of her neck rise and a
shiver crept up her spine. Lar was right, the woods were entirely too quiet. She
had been sure she heard the song of crickets and rustle of nocturnal life
before Lar had sidled up, but now a pregnant silence lay across the forest and
the air pressed thick and clammy against her skin. A tickle ran up her spine. “How
long ago did Blackwell’s men go out to scout the area?” Bryn asked slowly.


“I…” Lar looked at her with a furrowed brow and then glanced
around the clearing. “I don’t know.”


“Fetch your sword, Lar.” Lar had many qualities that Bryn
found redeemable, but ranking highest among them was his ability to act quickly
and without hesitation, as he had done the night of the botched assassination
attempt—a characteristic wanting in most men. Without a word, or even a glance
to the towering wood, Lar ran toward his bedroll hollering a call to arms in
his thunderous baritone.


Blackwell reacted with typical efficiency and soon appeared
in the center of the camp with Eithne and sword in hand. “In the center of
camp, back to back!” he cried.


Bryn scanned the twilit wood before following Blackwell’s
command, wondering if her instincts had led her astray. As she ran toward the
circle forming at the camp’s center Ogden screamed and reached a splayed-fingered
hand toward her. Acting purely on reflex, she threw herself to the ground and
into a somersault. An icy trickle cut up her back as a bolt of fell magic
missed her by a hair’s-breath.


She rolled into a half crouch, drawing a dagger from her
boot, pivoted on the balls of her feet, and let the dirk fly even as she spun
about. The fell arcanist went down with her dagger lodged between his
throat-guard and chin. “That’s just on loan!” she taunted. “I’ll be needing
that back!”


Ogden felt the pressure of seasons of repressed anger and
fear push up in his chest, and with an inarticulate cry of challenge he
channeled his boiling cauldron of raw emotion and hurled a ball of golden fire
into the charging Handsmen. The spellfire detonated in a blast that was twenty
feet across, instantly incinerating the two Handsmen in the lead, but the
others, having longer to react, either leapt clear or raised energy shields to
ward off the flame. He gestured with his other hand, reaching out with his psychokinetic
powers. With a flick of his wrist he freed Bryn’s dagger from the dying Handsman’s
throat with an arterial spray and sent it spinning toward the brazen red-head.


Bryn snatched the dagger from the air with a wolfish grin. “Thanks,
old man. Good to know those robes aren’t just for show.”


The remainder of the two Hands reorganized into a crescent
formation and advanced on the queen’s party. Each party numbered seven souls,
but the queen’s had two unarmed combatants, Eithne and Phinneas, and lacked ranged
firepower other than Ogden’s magic. Acting in unison, the Senestrati pummeled
them with volleys of energy bolts swollen with puce, fell power, each the size
of a cannon ball.


Ogden’s offensive was short lived for he soon had to turn
all of his attention to deflecting the Hand’s arcane assault.


Phinneas provided little help, as offensive, dynamistic
manifestations of the arcane was not his specialty. Still, he lent what
strength he could to his friend by bolstering Ogden’s magic with his own raw
arcane energy, which he passed to the wizard by laying a hand on his shoulder,
as if he were performing a healing. Likewise, Bryn’s knowledge of the arcane
was primarily limited to utilitarian spells she had picked up from tutors from
Arcalum, so she settled for erecting a weak shield around herself and shouting
curses at the enemy.


Ogden deflected bolt after bolt. At first his strategy was to
reflect them back at his enemies so that they would have to deal with the
return fire and thus slow their assault, but many of the returned magic
missiles flew wide, and since the Handsman presented a syncopated volley, he
soon lost ground.


The sinking realization crept over him that he could not
hold off the Senestrati indefinitely. Their only chance lay in scattering. Summoning
the remaining dregs of his power, he focused on the primary shield he had
constructed and willed it to widen, fueling his effort with the wild gestalt of
emotion that tore through him. After the final expulsion of his power a near
diaphanous wall of energy, peppered with scintillating sparkles, lay from one
side of the clearing to the other. The wall wouldn’t withstand the Scarlet Hand
indefinitely but he prayed it would buy them the precious time they needed to
escape.


“We have to take to the deep wood!” Ogden cried. “Break them
up, minimize their ranged attacks!”


“Bryn, take the queen and flee, we’ll hold them off at the
perimeter,” Blackwell roared.


Bryn required no more encouragement and grabbed her
sheet-white cousin by the arm and sprinted for the treeline. Yet, nor did the
Hand squander a moment either, for as soon as the wall went up they split off
into two man teams so as to run around it while the other three held fast and
pummeled Ogden’s wall with blasts of fell magic.









Chapter 34


Fever’s Break


How can we be home? Am I a ghost, haunting my own
room? Elias looked about his modest bedroom, glad to see his childhood home
once more, but it was coupled with the bitter sting of having failed in his quest.


Don’t look at me, Padraic said coyly, though his lips
didn’t move. Elias realized communicating in spirit would take a little getting
used to. You took us here, Elias, and you did so for a reason. The question
is why.


Elias began to form a retort in his mind when the room began
to change. Furniture rearranged in an instant and he realized that he looked
upon his bedchamber as it was when he was a child. He then saw himself as a boy
of about Seven’s age propped up in bed with a tattered book resting on his
chest. His mother sat by his side on the edge of the bed.


She looks so young, Elias thought. He could feel his
father smile beside him.


She always seemed that way to me. Edora had the aspect of
the forever young, the ever new, because of her joyful, vibrant nature—like a
wood sylph.


Have we traveled back in time?


In a manner of speaking. We are seeing the echo of what
once was. Listen.


“Did you fall asleep reading a scary story and have a bad
dream?” his mother asked Elias’s child self.


The boy looked up at his mother with dark, saucer eyes. His
bottom lip trembled. “There’s a bad man in the corner watching me when I’m
trying to sleep. I’m afraid of him.”


Edora Duana pushed back a shock of black-cherry hair and
turned to face the far corner. She turned back to Elias. “That poor lost soul?”
Elias nodded and his mother rolled her eyes. “Sheesh. He’s nothing to be afraid
of. Do you know why?” Little Elias shook his head. “I’ll tell you why, silly. Deep
in here—” she poked his sternum “—is a little white light and it’s part of
every other light in the whole universe, and it’s inside everyone.”


“Even the bad man has one?”


“Even him, he’s just forgotten it’s there. Now, whenever you
feel afraid or in danger, Elias, you let that white light of yours shine, and
nothing can hurt you. Not a thing. So let that little light shine, let it push
right out of you.”


Elias’s child self looked down at his chest with his brow
furrowed. “I don’t see anything.”


Edora poked his nose. “Don’t worry, you will one day. For
now all you need to know is that it’s there. Picture it in your head, pushing
out of you and protecting you whenever you have need of it.”


With his spectral senses, Elias peered close at his mother
and his child self. Atop the boy’s sternum sat a pinprick of white light, feeble,
like the flicker of a tea-candle. He looked to his mother and saw a rose-pink nimbus
surround her, bright as the corona of the sun, but at its center, at her bosom,
it burned a brilliant white, unadulterated by the barest scintilla of any other
color. Elias turned his gaze to his center and found that his own flickering
light had blossomed from a tiny candle flame to a fist sized star-burst.


Your light has grown, son, Padraic said to him
telepathically. Now it’s time to put it to use, for even the smallest flame
can turn back the night.


The perimeter of the room dimmed until all Elias could perceive
was his mother and her star-bright aura. Edora Duana turned to face the
spectral Elias and Padraic. She fixed her cat-like, jade eyes on Elias. “The
seed of everything you have ever needed to know is buried in the primal
firmament of your soul. You need never look anywhere else, for the doorway to
the infinite is inside each of us.”


At those words the vision abruptly vanished as if it never was
and Elias found himself in his bedroom as he had left it before he had begun
his long journey with his father’s sword in hand. Elias felt himself trembling
in his center and it felt as if something inexpressibly fast spun about him, as
if he were at the center of a gyroscope. He looked at his body and saw that he
was clothed in his full marshal regalia, down to boots and gloves.


Are you ready to return? Padraic Duana asked.


Elias looked up at his father’s beaming face with a thousand
questions whirling through his mind, but his mother’s words yet echoed in his
head and so he said, simply, Yes.


Good, because time is different here, and your sister
sorely needs you.


†


Danica passed into a dark, colorless world inhabited
only by shades of grey. Disenfranchised shapes and forms swam around her like
demon fish in a sea of ash.


She still felt like she had a body of sorts, but it was
airy, almost without substance, and was presently being dragged away in an
ethereal tide. She felt a resistance in her bosom and saw that a flickering
silver cord pulled taut against her sternum. She knew instinctively that the
silver cord tied her spirit to her body. As she focused on the cord it grew
more substantial and as she wrapped her fingers about it, it felt solid and
thrummed with primordial power.


She pulled on the cord and found herself slowly making
ground against the current of other spirits and the bizarre, amorphous shapes
that swirled about her in a spectral tide. She rapidly gained momentum and as
she sped along the length of the silver cord the dark world grew brighter and
she felt denser in her core. Then she passed through a kind of membrane
composed of a white film that felt somehow sticky and airy at the same time.


Danica found herself back in the land of the living—so to
speak. She hovered behind her corporeal body, which crouched some few feet
away, held fast by the silver cord, which she couldn’t see as clearly but could
still acutely sense. She felt a chill run through her soul as her body half
turned and transfixed her with alien eyes. To look upon one’s body in three
dimensions was bizarre enough, but to see it animated, possessed, by her
nemesis was almost more than she could bear.


“So, you’ve returned,” Slade said with her own tongue. “I
was hoping you would. Perhaps in time we can learn to share your body together,
love, but first there is work to do.”


Danica trailed behind her body as Slade snuck up upon his
first victim, balanced on the balls of her feet. The hapless sentry never
sensed his impending death as Slade slid a dagger into a kidney and another
between two vertebrae at the top of his spine and into his skull. He died on
his feet, not so much as whimpering. “Opening with a slow thrust to the kidney
is always a prudent choice,” Slade said in a whisper that only she, with her
earless senses, could hear. “The pain is so exquisite that your target will
instantly go into shock with nary a cry.”


Spare me your rhetoric and get on with it, Danica
said.


Slade took her words to heart and sped around the clearing
in small, quick steps. He soon dispatched the remaining three sentries in the
same fashion as the first, leaving six, two who sat idly by the fire and four
who slept. The two by the fire sat opposite each other, which would make taking
them by surprise difficult and flanking them both an impossibility. Slade
settled for creeping to the edge of the firelight in a deep crouch, dropping to
a knee, and after a deep inhale threw both daggers at once. Each sunk to the
hilt in its intended target’s throat. One died at once, his spinal cord
severed, but the other, though mortally wounded, lurched to his feet with a wet
gurgle and kicked over the open saddle bags at his feet, creating a clamor.


As Slade well knew, the four who were fast in their bedrolls
had been expertly trained to react instantly to any alarm even from out of a
deep sleep. They leapt to their feet, weapons in hand, and fell into a diamond
formation. By then Slade had reached the fire and the dying man who had raised
the alarm. He pulled the dagger from the fountaining wound, and drew Danica’s
short-sword. “Hallo, dear brothers,” Slade purred, “time for a little fun.” Then
he did what they would least suspect, and charged.


As he closed in on them Slade swung his short-sword in an underhand
swing and a wave of negative energy swept along the earth. The Hand was utterly
unprepared to have their own magic used against them, and the two in the front
facing corner of the diamond were unable to muster an arcane defense before
being consumed by the rushing tongues of fell flame. The spell detonated in a
puce blast with a diameter of some ten feet, but the men in the back rank were
able to dive to safety.


By the time the remaining men of the Hand rolled to their
feet, Danica watched, at once aghast and mesmerized, as her body leapt over the
cold conflagration with an inhuman bound and engaged the enemy. Slade was an
expert swordsman and controlled her athletic body with both panache and
ferocity, but his adversaries were blade masters as well. Danica did not doubt
that he could have dispatched the hand from afar with his not inconsiderable
knowledge of the fell arts, but his rapacious hunger for blood could only find
satisfaction in the close, intimate kill. She prayed that this flaw would not
be their undoing.


Slade and his adversaries exchanged a flurry of blows, steel
ringing on steel with arcanely charged sparks as each combatant funneled his
magic into his blade. Slade used her body and sword well, knowing that neither
was the equal of his opponents in sheer strength, so he slithered around their
heavy scimitar blows, short-sword snaking through the scant holes afforded in
their tight fighting style. Slade continued to dance on her legs, his footwork
the rival of any Phyrian ballerina, and after a minute of pitched battle his
adversaries bled from a dozen thin, shallow cuts, which far from mortal, and indeed
stitchable by any respectable goodwife, each sapped a little of their ebbing
strength, and taxed their resolve.


Presently Slade found the opening he awaited when one of his
adversaries rolled an ankle and took a lurching step to regain his balance. As
his scimitar dipped Slade lunged high and ran him through a finger’s-breadth
below his sternum. Behind you! Danica cried, but Slade required no
warning, having anticipated the remaining swordsman. He left the short-sword in
the impaled man and threw Danica’s body to the earth, handily ducking the
scimitar-blow from behind, and reverse somersaulted through his legs and into a
flanking position. Danica watched, horrified, as her hand lashed out, encased
in an aureole of bruise-colored fell magic, and punched through the back of the
remaining swordsman’s neck in an explosion of gore. If she had a body she would
have shivered.


“That was bracing, wouldn’t you say?” Slade said around a
vulpine grin. “Although I am afraid that I’ve soaked through your breeches, and
not just because of the exertion.”


You disgust me, Danica said as a wave of revulsion
rolled over her.


“Just glad to be back among the living is all.” Slade
smoothed her hands over her hips and sighed. “I could get used to this.”


Danica ignored him, though she fumed to see him handle her
body so, with his smug expression plastered on her face. Get moving, Slade,
even now Elias is slipping away. Remember our bargain.


“Gladly. I can’t wait until he wakes to find me—” he winked
“—well, to find me inside of you.” Slade jogged to Elias’s resting spot by the
fire. He lay bundled to the chin in blankets, ashen-faced and clammy. Slade
took a knee by his side, pulled back his blankets, and laid a hand on his
sternum. “I’ll need your help. You’ll have to come back into your body to have
power over the physical world.”


But how? You’re in there now.


“We’ll have to cohabitate. Look. Focus on the back of your
neck. You don’t have eyes in your present form, you’re just accustomed to
seeing the world in a certain way. You are able to perceive reality with
different senses. At the back of your neck where your spine meets your skull
there is a spinning disk of energy. See it. Feel it. Enter your body through
there.”


Danica drew close to her body and peered at the back of her
neck, narrowing the focus of her sight. The forest grew indistinct as if
someone had dropped a gossamer drape over the entire world. She saw a brick-red
wheel of energy spinning at the base of her skull. She felt herself drawn
toward the miniature vortex and the silver cord grew taut, pulling her in as
she neared it. Her consciousness spun in kind as she fell into the vortex and
back into her body.


†


Elias looked down onto his body, at first elated to see
that Danica was alive and had found him. His joy proved short lived, however, for
he soon perceived a crackling black cloud of energy swirling about her. What’s
happened to her?


Slade has possessed her, Padraic said, the sound of
his voice grim in Elias’s mind. It is his taint on her aura that you see,
for their energy fields have merged.


How is this possible?


He has been reaching her in her dreams for some time, but
now she’s lowered her natural defenses and let him possess her body.


Why on earth would she do such a thing?


To save you. She knew she didn’t have the strength to
defeat so many single-handedly, so she struck a bargain with him to defeat your
enemies, with control over her physical body the price.


How do you know this?


I saw that it was to happen.


Yet you did nothing to prevent it?


No, because I also saw what happens next.


Elias bent all of his will onto Danica and saw the astral
imprint of Slade’s form overlapping her body. The psychotic fiend had stolen almost
everything from them in life, and he was damned if he was going to let him
harry them from the other side as well. I won’t let him have her. Not this
time.


Padraic’s eyes glimmered like black coals. Just so.


A nimbus of green light, white at its center, encased
Danica’s hand as she pressed it to his chest. The glow rapidly spread to cover
the entirety of his body. He became at once aware of two things: first, that he
was being drawn back toward his body, and, second, that he felt the weight of
many eyes upon him, and perceived many vague shades occupying the clearing.


He resisted the pull to return to his body as a tumult of
emotion tore through him. The thought of Slade, his ultimate nemesis, returned
from the land of the dead to steal the last remnant of his family was more than
he could bear, and under the weight of that single thought something broke in
him. The inarticulate rage that had burned in him for months spent itself in
that moment, and from the ash of that inferno something much stronger arose, a
stone-quiet, immutable resolve. For the first time he found himself free from
the ever spinning maelstrom of his thoughts and found a quiet, still place in
his mind.


He appealed then to the God that had eluded him all his
life, to his mother, to Asa, to his ancestors and those that had gone before
him and worn the shield of the Marshal, and finally he called upon his own
magic, to any shred of grace and power that might dwell within him. A profound
strength and energy surged through him and poured from his sternum, which he
perceived as deep purple flame that blossomed to cocoon his entire being.


His father’s voice echoed in his head. What you see now is
the mantle of your own power. It is the heritage of the wizard untainted by the
pall of fear, hatred, or anger like that of the Senestrati, for it is not those
black emotions but another force entirely that moves you now.


Again Elias felt the pull toward his body and again he
resisted, until the pressure became too much to bear and he surrendered, using
the pent up force to slingshot past his body and into Danica’s.


He passed partway into Danica’s body before an iron force
pulled him back. He became aware of a shimmering silver cord connecting his
spirit body back to his physical, which lay between him and Danica. He cursed
himself, as he intuitively grasped the function of the cord, a knowing that
came to him like a long-forgotten memory.


“Fool,” Danica sneered, and as Elias looked upon her face he
could see the shadowy aspect of Slade superimposed over her features. “You
thought to force me out of her, but you are not dead. You are yet bound to your
own body, and thus cannot occupy another. You have lost this time, boy. You
will live, as will I—in your dearest sister’s body. Through her I will wield a
power more terrible than Mirengi has ever dreamed.”


Elias was jerked back toward his body as Slade, through
Danica, poured healing magic into him. He felt Danica’s spirit screaming out,
struggling against Slade as the fell wizard siphoned off her magic, her energy.
Elias held up his spirit-hand and willed energy into it. I think not. His
hand burned with purple flame and he chopped down sharply, severing the silver
cord that bound him to his body.


A din of voices screamed as one as Elias shot into Danica
and tore Slade’s spirit from her body in a resounding concussion.


†


Danica inhaled sharply as she found herself back in her
body. The world seemed less bright, but she could feel her fingers and toes,
the pull of gravity and the earth about her once more. She felt at peace to be
whole again, save for the alien presence in her mind. Her free hand shot up and
slapped her in the face.


Concentrate! Slade’s voice whispered in her mind. He
hasn’t long.


“What do I do?”


“Remember your lessons with that old fool, Phinneas,” Slade
growled, this time through her own mouth. It was a most peculiar sensation to
have someone else talking to you through your own mouth. “Surrender your magic
to his body. Let the energy move through your hand. The healing power in you is
drawn to disease like a magnet—just get your mind out of the way so that it can
pass into him.”


As soon as she complied she found that her autonomy had
failed, as her awareness was drawn back and settled somewhere behind her eyes,
where she was free to look out on the world and feel a vague connection to her
body though she was unable to exert any control over it. Danica would forever
look back upon this experience of being a prisoner in her own body as the most
arcane of tortures, unbearable even for a few minutes. She had no doubt that
sharing a body with Slade would have crushed her psyche within a matter of
days, if not hours.


That, however, was not her fate. For she presently saw a
purple cloud of energy descend upon her—a ferocious, unearthly light like
nothing she had ever seen. She felt Slade’s despair at once as his words fell
from her lips, rising into a rapid crescendo as the purple cloud rebounded,
gathered power, and then passed into her.


She reeled at the force of the impact, though the energy was
ethereal and passed right through her body. Motes of light danced about her and
then winked out one by one. She looked down at Elias to see that color had
returned to his face and he appeared to be breathing easily. She made to lift
her hand from his chest and investigate what had happened, when a voice sounded
her mind.


No! it cried.


She kept her hand fast on Elias’s sternum and looked up to
see her mother’s spirit kneeling on Elias’s other side, her spectral hand laid
on his crown.


Elias has severed his silver cord so that he could enter
your body and drive Slade’s spirit from you.


Danica, panic stricken, shifted on her haunches so that she
could stand. “Where are they now?”


Don’t take your hand from him!


Danica froze, for she could sense the necessity in her
mother’s tone. “I won’t, but I beg you, tell me what’s happened.”


The spirit empowers the body, child, and without some shred
of it present, the body will die. You must wait until Elias’s returns to his
body, for if you withdraw your energy from him now he will not have a body to
return to.


Danica looked about the clearing and found it empty. “Where
have they gone?”


Your brother and Slade have gone to a place between worlds
and are even now struggling against each other.


Danica swallowed the lump of fear caught in her throat. Elias
had sacrificed himself to spare her a fate worse than death and she was damned
if she was going to shirk reciprocation. A quiet resolve stole over her. “How
long?”


Edora’s brow knitted. Not very. The body has a kind of
consciousness of its own, but it cannot sustain itself for long once the
etheric cord has been cut.


“I’ll handle things here. Go help Elias.”


I’m proud of you, Danica.


With that her mother vanished and Danica bent all of her
will into keeping her brother alive.









Chapter 35


Spirit Duel


Once the paroxysm of energy and color cleared Elias
found himself lying on a patch of summer grass, the yellow glow of the sun warm
upon his skin. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt warm. He breathed the
scent of southern earth. It all felt real. Almost.


Elias sat up and noticed without surprise that he was at Mayfair
Manor. Slade stood on a patch of scorched earth some twenty feet away, the very
place his father had died. He looked as he did that day—dressed in black
breeches, a black vest, wearing a wolf’s grin, a naked scimitar in hand. “A
clever gambit you made in cutting the cord so that you could drive me from her
body,” he said, “but we’re in my world now, Elias—a world in which I’ve had
much practice, thanks to you. This time it will go as it should have that day. You
die here, where your father did.”


Elias stood and found he wore his father’s duster with his
sword in hand. He tightened his grip on the braided leather hilt. Slade had
gotten every detail correct, down to the red dye of the leather, the exact
shade of the scabbard. For all Slade’s accuracy, though, Elias knew it to be an
illusion, just as the Senestrati’s power was an illusion, based on smoke and
shadow and childhood fears. And like in the schoolyard, the only way to defeat
a bully was to stand up to him, tip the momentum in your favor, for when the
crowd of onlookers began to cheer for you, you moved faster, punched harder,
burned brighter, and then even the mighty could fall, and at the moment Elias
had a feeling that there were a great many souls pulling for him, though he
could not see them. Yet he also had a hunch that an illusion this well wrought
might just be able to cut—even kill.


“Have you nothing to say?”


Elias looked up from his sword and into Slade’s haughty
glare. “There is much I would say to you, scourge of mine, had I the time, but
I have other battles to fight. So.”


“Straight to combat then, no banter? The duel is a lost
art.”


He’s stalling. The thought came to Elias from the
quiet of his mind, the deep place beyond instinct and intuition. He knew at
once that he had to return to Danica, to his body, and soon. Elias started
toward Slade and suddenly the necromancer was on him as if he had stepped
through a hole in space.


Elias turned his scimitar without a thought, again reacting
from the void. Slade pressed him with a flurry of blows that seemed to issue
from different directions simultaneously, his black steel blurring into a
crackling semicircle. Elias retreated under Slade’s brutal offensive, managing
to parry and evade each slice but unable to riposte or counterattack. Elias
felt a crunch under his feet and realized that Slade had maneuvered him onto
the blasted patch of earth on which his father had died.


Elias hesitated as he absorbed this fact and Slade,
capitalizing fully on his psychological advantage, drew close to the Marshal
and came at him with a thunderous, finishing blow. Elias caught the slanting
overhand slash on the broad of his blade at the last moment, but Slade had slid
inside his defenses and utilizing his superior leverage pressed his scimitar
down on Elias in a painstaking contest of strength in which the Marshal
steadily lost ground, the forte of Slade’s blade creeping perilously close to
his throat.


“How then,” Slade rasped between clenched teeth, “does it
feel to die on the same ground as did your father?”


Elias could think only of the impossible burn in his arms as
Slade bore down on him until it occurred to him that he didn’t have a body at
present—he had only his thoughts, the contents of his mind. He locked eyes with
Slade, who at once appeared insubstantial, composed of shadow. His fatigue melted.


“We’re not where my father died,” Elias said, “we’re in his
house.”


Slade recoiled, for his scimitar vanished and he found
himself closed in a wood paneled room flickering with orange candlelight. Duana
sat in a modest homemade chair by an equally modest bed, and wore a nonchalant
expression that stole all the fire from him, for in the Marshal’s bland
features an alien intelligence lurked. Slade reached for his power, all the
energy he had accumulated since his death, to discover but a few tattered
threads remained to him, rather than the deep reservoir that had sustained him
since he last crossed swords with Duana. He withdrew further from Duana and
pinwheeled through the air as he tripped over something.


“My father’s trunk. It contained his duster and other
effects, including the sword for which you lusted with such ardor. The same
sword that reaped your destruction.” The Dashin materialized, suspended in
midair between them, slowly rotating in a nimbus of brilliant cerulean light. “Your
power is quite beyond you now.”


Slade scrambled away on his back, crabbing toward the closed
door and his only means of egress. Elias stood. The Marshal took a slow step
toward him, then another, only he wasn’t the same man. Duana had changed
somehow, expanded, his aura star-shine bright. Slade tried to stand but like in
a nightmare he couldn’t muster the strength for an invisible weight pressed
upon him. “How?”


“I remembered something. Something I was taught as a child
as I lay in bed.”


Slade’s head bumped against the door and he desperately
tried to stall as he groped for the doorknob. “What—what did you remember?”


Duana fixed his oil-fire eyes, which had grown impossibly
wide, upon him. “Who I am,” he said. He reached down, grabbing Slade by the wrist
as he feebly tried to slap his hand away, and pulled him to his feet…


…and into the center of a circle of stones that he was all
too familiar with. Duana had vanished along with the bedroom, leaving Slade
alone in the warding circle. Not one to waste time on indecision, he willed
himself across the perimeter of the circle, but as he crossed it the runes
etched into the stones emitted a brilliant, thrumming white light and with
concussive force repelled him as easily as a window a fly. The images of the runes
formed in midair above the stones drawn in white fire, handily creating an
energetic wall that bound him fast. The very rune-circle on the astral plane
that had kept Danica from him for so long now served as his prison. Somehow
this safe haven had been energetically linked to the Duana siblings, bound to
them, as an enduring means of protection, but such a thing defied the laws of
magic.


“The laws that keep you, perhaps,” whispered a woman’s voice
from beyond the circle.


“Forgive me for allowing you that moment of hope only to
snatch it away,” said Elias who materialized at the outside edge of the circle,
“but I couldn’t resist.”


“You’ll get no groveling from me,” Slade spat. “I’ve already
ruined your tidy life and spoiled your sister forever. I will rest contentedly
in this prison with that knowledge.”


“You are not to remain here,” Elias said, “it is time for
you to depart.”


“You aim to free me, fool? I warn you—once I am free from your
snare I will give you no quarter. Where in tarnation do you plan to take me?”


“Into the light,” Elias said with a vague smile.


Slade withdrew into himself. “That’s impossible, I serve
another master.”


“You are beyond his reach now.” Elias was joined by a
multitude of other beings: a woman of surpassing beauty who had Danica’s eyes;
Padraic Duana free of the grey hair and age lines he wore when Slade crossed
swords with him; a man in white robes with shoulder length golden hair clothed
in a like colored aura; Elias’s fair-haired betrothed; a middle-aged man who
wore a platinum circlet and purple tunic embossed with the heraldry of house
Denar, and countless other shining beings.


Slade hated himself for the quaver in his voice. “Where is
it you are sending me?”


“To a place where all sins, even yours, are forgiven,” said
the woman with Danica’s eyes.


“But where all debts are paid,” thundered Elias.


“In full,” said Padraic Duana, with something almost like
pity in his eyes.


Elias raised his hand and from his palm shot a beam of white
light, so pristine that it was not unadulterated by even a single scintilla of
any color or impurity. The beam struck Slade in his center and he screamed as
warmth radiated through his being and his inherent density began to scatter. Then
the host that stood with Elias joined him, and a wash of white light erupted in
the center of the circle and when it cleared Slade Kezia was gone.


Elias passed into the circle and approached the silver pool
in its center. He turned back and faced the spirits that had stood with him. His
parents and Asa approached. “It is time for you to return,” Padraic said.


“I am ready,” Elias said.


“You will forget much of what you have learned when you
return to your body,” his mother said, “but you will know what must be done
when the time comes. Tarry not, your sister is minding your body. Now, go.”


Elias’s attention lingered on Asa. “Asa...” he began, “there
is so much to say.”


Asa’s eyes which had been so guileless in life now burned
with an ageless, depthless fire. “I know your heart, Elias Duana,” she said,
“but there is no time.”


“This is not goodbye,” Padraic said, “we are with you always.”


After one final look Elias plunged into the silver pool. No
white tunnel awaited him, or an empty stretch of space, he simply shifted
and then felt the ground beneath him, felt the density of his corporeal form
around him once more. His body, however, seemed to forget him and would not
obey his commands. He focused on wiggling his fingers and toes, and after an
arduous, interminable amount of time, sensation abruptly rushed back to him. Elias’s
eyes opened.


He sat up and, like a dream fleeting upon waking, the
details of his experiences outside his body had already begun to fade. Flashes
of brilliant color filled his mind’s-eye and images of his parents, Asa, and
his battle with Slade flickered then winked out with each blink of his eyes. His
equilibrium returned to him momentarily, as if he had never been gone in the
first place. His first thought was of Danica.


He found her unmoving by his side, sprawled face-down. His
heart stuttered. Had he failed when he drove Slade from her body? Had he been
too late? He reached a tremulous hand toward her and took her by the shoulder. She
felt warm to the touch, radiating a near preternatural heat. He gave her a
gentle shake and called her name.


Danica’s eyes snapped open. “I thought I lost you.”


“Then we’re both happily surprised,” Elias said.


“I had the strangest fever.”


Elias chuckled. “Me too.”


Danica sat up. “I saw Mom, but it all seems so hazy now. Was
it a dream?”


“If it was then it was one we shared, because I saw her
too.”


Danica nodded. After the strange circumstances of the last
few months she could believe almost anything. She stood and brushed herself
off. “We have work to do don’t we?”


Elias fixed his eyes upon hers and in them he saw that old,
familiar glint once again. “Yes,” he said, “yes we do.”









Chapter 36


Return to Peidra


Bryn led Eithne into the deep wood. Low hanging
branches reached for her with brittle fingers. Brambles and brush sounded their
haphazard escape. All the while Bryn felt the dark press of the Scarlet Hand closing
in on her, the cold fury of their fell power.


A bolt of black fire crashed into a tree at her left and
showered her with tree pulp and scalding sap. She pulled Eithne into the
relative cover of a nearby gully. The cousins stumbled down the treacherous
slope. An explosion of earth disoriented them as a ball of cold flame erupted
on the ground before them. Eithne went down even as Bryn felt the icy fist of a
missile of fell magic punch her in the small of the back. She fell atop Eithne,
to shield her cousin and her queen.


Bryn lay still atop Eithne as the sound of running boots
drew near. The numbing cold of the Handsman’s spell spread through her left
shoulder and down her arm, rendering the limb useless and draining what
strength remained to her. She slid her good hand beneath her body and waited,
measuring each agonizing second with the frantic beat of her heart.


The footsteps stopped.


After an impossible moment of dead silence Bryn felt a
booted foot nudge her, and she exploded into action. She heaved her legs
beneath her, even as she drew a dagger and rolled into the legs of the man that
kicked her. He went down and she went to work with the dagger, burying it in
his groin. The Handsman reacted with alarming speed despite his mortal
predicament and grabbed her by the wrist.


Eithne, recovered, scrambled over Bryn and fell on him,
stabbing through his leather armor with a stiletto she produced from her
skirts. The downed Handsman coughed a spray of blood and went still, but his
companion dove at the queen and pinned her to the ground. Bryn looked up to see
a handful of the enemy close in on them in a crescent formation. “Surrender,”
said one of them. “You are outnumbered and weaponless.”


She spit a clot of blood, for her lip had split against her
teeth when she fell. She looked down at the dead man beneath her and then her
cousin who railed in vain against her captor. She pulled her dagger from the
guts of the dead man. “Never,” she said.


With a final cry of protest Bryn Denar, cousin to the queen,
heir to the throne of Galacia, sprang from the ground and charged the enemies
of her kingdom. She had the satisfaction of seeing the surprise in the eyes of
the last man to taste of her steel before the world went black.


†


“How long?” asked Danica.


Elias stood from his crouch. “Based on the tracks, a battle
was fought here…” he sighed as he scanned the clearing. “I’d say at least three
days ago. Maybe five.”


“Britches,” Danica cursed. “We’ll never make it in time.”


“Not necessarily. Did you find any other bodies in the
woods?”


“Just Blackwell’s two men, and the four of the enemy.”


Elias grunted. “That means they took the rest of our party captive.”


“I can well imagine what sport Mirengi has in mind.”


“Indeed, but this bodes well for us. We both have unburdened
mounts and can travel fast, while they outnumber their horses. The tracks in
the woods suggest the enemy had about ten horses, which makes sense—two full
hands. Even counting the horses from the four men they lost, they took seven
prisoners, which means they have to ride three horses with two passengers.”


Danica grinned. “And bound prisoners don’t ride well. Hot
damn. We just might make it back to Peidra before Mirengi can enact his
ritual.”


Elias found himself returning her wolfish grin. It felt good
to have his Danica back. “Two Duanas against a walled palace populated by an
army of assassins and fell wizards.”


“Sounds like fair odds to me.”


Elias’s grin widened. “My sentiments exactly.”


†


Sarad ground his teeth. “Show to me Remis Kant!” he
hissed yet again. The surface of the scrying mirror warped and wavered as he
poured his magic into it, but he saw only a black pane of glass. He suppressed
the urge to throw the mirror against the wall.


Sarad took a steadying breath and readjusted his seat in the
spell-circle. He focused his will back onto the mirror, deciding on a different
tactic. “Show me where Remis Kant was when we last communicated with each
other, three days ago.”


An image formed instantly as if a doorway had swung open
through a black wormhole in the mirror. Sarad cursed at what he saw. Bodies lay
strewn over the campsite, some twisted in horrific poses, others laying as if
in repose, weapons undrawn—the work of a master assassin. The earth was colored
brown in wide patches from the days old spill of congealed blood.


A cold knowing crept over Sarad Mirengi—the Duana siblings
had reunited and they came for him.


I told you letting Duana go would prove your undoing.


“Silence, Talinus,” Sarad screamed as he surged to his feet.
He spun about, searching for the imp.


“My Lord?”


Sarad turned to the man that stood in the corner of his
study, a slight Aradurian who wore the robes of the Hand. “Who in the nine
hells are you?”


The man arched an eyebrow. “Achrin—your new attendant, my
Lord.” When Sarad but glared at him, he licked his lips and cleared his throat.
“My Lord, Talinus is dead.”


“Leave me, unless you are fixing to join him.”


Achrin wasted no time in complying and left Sarad alone with
his black mood and his black thoughts.


†


Elias and Danica pressed Brand and Comet to their
utmost and thundered down the river bank, for it was the most direct and least
challenging route. Although they only burdened their mounts with the scant
supplies they took from Elias’s captors, the horses had been sorely taxed in
the last week and their strength and stamina began to fail on the duo’s second
day out from the scene of their companions’ last stand.


“We can’t push them much more,” Elias said. He eased Brand
to a stop and dismounted. “He’s been favoring his left foreleg. His shoe looks
clean. It might be a cramp.”


“A fracture, I think,” Danica said and joined Elias by the
edge of the water.


“What makes you say that?”


Danica shrugged. “I dunno. Just feels right.” She placed a
hand on Brand’s leg. In her mind’s-eye she saw an image of a cracked radius
from one of her textbooks. Her hand grew hot and Brand swung his head about to
fix an eye on her.


Elias watched as Danica’s eyes went glassy and distant. When
she lifted her hand from Brand he, not known for affection, nuzzled her throat.
Danica giggled and patted him playfully on the muzzle. When she withdrew, Brand
tested his injured foreleg and then danced about, eager to be off as if he had
a two days’ rest. “How on earth did you do that,” Elias said. “It’s like he’s a
new horse.”


“Just came naturally.” Danica affected a neutral tone, but
Elias could read in her expression that she was a puzzled as he.


“Well, why don’t you naturally do it to Comet too,
and then we can be off.”


Later as they took a brief rest Elias said, “I’ve been
thinking.”


“Have you now,” Danica said with a wry grin. “Dangerous
business that, but I knew you’d get around to it one of these days.”


Elias chuckled despite himself. “When Mirengi held me
captive, a fever took me and I had strange visions.” Danica’s grin evaporated
and she leaned forward, her expression serious. “In one of them I saw myself as
a boy and I was with Dad.” Elias hesitated.


“Go on then,” Danica urged.


“I was in some kind of trance, like when Phinneas hypnotized
you. Dad was telling me things.”


“What kind of things?”


“Self defense and tactical strategies, and how to use the
arcane.”


“How old were you?” asked Danica, incredulous.


“I don’t know. Small. Maybe ten.”


“You think this actually happened?”


“I do.” Elias looked pointedly at Danica’s hands. “I think
that, in a way, Dad programmed us. He hypnotized us and then trained us in the
arcane so that we would have the knowledge of magic if we ever needed it, but
he buried it deep in our subconscious minds so that we wouldn’t endanger
ourselves or draw attention by being consciously aware of it.”


“Britches,” Danica breathed. “Brilliant. Devilish, but
brilliant.”


“And that’s not all.”


“There’s more?” Danica whispered, unsure if she could handle
any more of her brother’s revelations at present.


“That day at the manor, before Dad sent the carriage off so
that he could stay behind and hold off Slade, he spoke a single word in the
tongue of the ancients. I’ve thought up until now that he cast a simple cantrip
to spook the horses.”


“As if they needed any help.”


“Granted. However, now I think that he released the dam,
opened up a door in us, so that our abilities would begin to manifest. After
that is when things began to change for me. Before I just thought it was the
circumstances, the sword, but it’s more than that. I think the same thing
happened to you…”


“You can say it—but I fell under Slade’s power and it
tainted me.”


“We are beyond Slade now. That shadow has been lifted.”


“Yes,” Danica said with a slight narrowing of her eyes, “yes
it has.”


A silence fell between them and they each ruminated upon the
strange circumstances that had led them this far, and the final and most trying
leg of their journey, which yet lay ahead. At last, Danica said, “It grows
dark.”


Elias reached for his saddle bag. “The matches are wet,” he
sighed. He considered the torch in his hand a moment and held his hand over the
oilcloth. He felt energy collecting in his splayed hand. He waited until it
coalesced into a sphere that shimmered and warped the air and then willed it
life. A jet of flame erupted from the torch, washing the riverbank in an orange
glow.


“Well then,” Danica observed, “you may be on to something
after all. At the very least, if we make it back home, imagine the bundle we’ll
save on matches and flint and steel with you around.”


Thanks to Danica the horses enjoyed renewed vigor and they
soon recouped the time they lost, and then some. They cleared the Renwood on
their fourth day in the saddle and struck across the plains toward Peidra.


When the pace allowed they made idle conversation, as they
made an unspoken agreement to table the topic of their perilous mission to
thwart the Scarlet Hand and rescue their companions. Danica filled Elias in on
the goings-on of Academy life, which she had not had the opportunity to discuss
with him since her return home at Midsummer’s. For his part, Elias filled the
miles with the latest scuttlebutt from Knoll Creek—at least what had rated as
the current talk of the day when they left their childhood home some two months
ago.


By week’s end they approached Peidra through the Hartwood. While
Elias did not doubt that his fieldcraft fell short in comparison to the enemy,
he felt reasonably sure he could conceal them whilst under the cover of the
wood he had grown familiar with in his time at the palace. Beyond the Hartwood
was another matter, for there lay an open tract of land some two miles long
between the tree line and the postern gates of Lucerne Palace.


As chance would have it, Elias found himself confronted with
a familiar sight, and the scene of one of the last happy memories he counted
before the night of his capture by Mirengi. A wistful smile stole across his
features as he thought of Bryn and the way the late summer sunlight had caught
in her hair.


“Look at that wytchwood,” Danica said after a whistle. “There’s
one back home in Lurkwood, thought not this impressive. I’m sure Mom took me
there once when I was a girl.”


“There’s a tree in the royal private gardens that has the
look of a wytchwood as well.”


“Really? I’m sure I would have noticed it. Bryn took me
there once.”


“He’s quite correct,” said a gravelly, disembodied voice,
“though it would pass the notice of all but the most observant, concealed as it
is by a spell of obfuscation.”


Elias drew his sword at once and dropped into a fighting
crouch. Danica took up a position at his back and scanned the depth of the woods,
short-sword naked in her hand.


“Be at peace, Marshal, for I mean you no harm,” said the
voice.


“If you would be a friend, then show yourself,” Elias retorted.


“Fairly said.” A distortion, not unlike a heat-wave, wavered
in the air at the base of the wytchwood. A squat, winged, and misshapen figure
some four feet tall materialized and sketched a mock bow. “Talinus, at your
service.”









Chapter 37


Unlikely Bedfellows


“I know you,” Elias said and drew toward Talinus
despite his better judgment.


“Indeed,” said the imp with a coy flash of his needlelike
teeth.


“When my mind was linked with Mirengi’s, I saw his memory of
when he summoned you. He was but a child.”


Talinus tsked. “I told him that was a mistake, letting you
inside his head. Yet since it profits us both, I suppose I can’t complain. Elias
Duana, I am here to help you.”


“You’ve been with him all this time,” said Elias,
bewildered, “yet you would help undo him?”


“Fickle is the pit.”


Danica took a careful step to stand at Elias’s side when she
assured herself that the imp wasn’t a decoy. “Do we kill it, brother?”


“That depends,” said Elias, “whether he answers my questions
or continues to evade them.”


“Easy, easy, and put that thing away,” said Talinus, indicating
Elias’s sword with a nod of his head. “You can’t blame an imp for having a
little fun. I so rarely get to socialize these days.”


“He is rather cute,” Danica said. “Can we keep him?”


“He hasn’t shown his former master much loyalty,” said
Elias, “I doubt he would treat us any better.”


“Sarad was never my master, not really. My true masters tasked
me with keeping an eye on him and his ilk. I let Sarad think he had me under
his power, while I collected intelligence.”


“For whom?” asked Danica.


“You’re smarter than that child. Trust me I know. I’ve had
an eye on you as well. Two, in fact, as often as I could spare them.”


“Can’t say I blame you,” Danica said sweetly, but she took a
step toward him, leading with the tip of her sword.


“My, you are a touchy pair, you Duanas. Although, you have
been entertaining, so I’ll throw you this, first of many bones: Sarad’s plans
have become a danger, even to me and mine. His ritual could very well disturb
the natural order of things. It could spell—heh, no pun intended—disaster for
us all, as well as your tiny corner of creation.”


“So, your enemy’s enemy and all that,” said Elias.


“To put it bluntly, well, yes. And, you’re not considering
the obvious!”


“Which is…” said Elias.


“Sarad was mean to me! I mean really mean to me!” Talinus’s jocular
demeanor evaporated, and his eyes narrowed, his tone shifted. “That whore’s son
has what’s coming to him.”


“What is it that you’re afraid is going to happen?” asked
Danica, her sword, for the moment, forgotten in her hand.


“Oh, it’s not important we get into that. Dimensional rifts,
tears in space and time, that sort of thing. Complicated, boring, and frankly
we don’t have the time. Suffice to say it could be nasty. Very nasty—and trust
me, I know nasty.”


“Very well, then,” Danica said. “Let’s skip to how you can
help us.”


“Hold up,” said Elias, “I have another question.”


Talinus rolled his eyes. “Of course you do.”


“If your kind are so concerned about this whole situation,
why don’t they step in themselves and do something about it?” Elias asked.


Talinus’s eyes grew round as marbles. “Because you’re the
chosen one,” he whispered. When Elias stared at him flatly, Talinus heaved a
great sigh. “Sarad never appreciated my deadpan either.”


Elias sheathed his sword and folded his arms. He decided the
imp presented no immediate threat to them. He eyed Talinus and waited for him
to continue.


“My brethren cannot interfere—at least not directly. There
are rules, by which the dark kin are bound. Criminy, you don’t see demons
running around the streets having a merry old time, do you? We can’t visit this
plane as we please, otherwise there’d be no order, and there always has to be
order. There are laws. It’s been that way ever since the Great Divide.


“The Great Divide?” Danica asked.


Talinus growled deep in his throat and contrails of smoke
spiraled out of his nostrils. “We don’t have time for all these tangents. Sarad
is going to bring his ritual to bear at midnight and we need a plan!”


Elias ignored the imp’s pyrotechnics. “A human acted to bring
you here to our world, by summoning you, so you are now free to exert your will
without breaking the laws that bind you, is that it?”


“I told Sarad you were smarter than you looked. Simply put,
yes. That’s why your wizards are so persnickety about conjuration. If you lose
control of something you summon, they’re free to do as they please once they’re
here on your plane.” Talinus offered them a toothy smile.


Elias snorted. “Point and case.”


“Indeed, and now that I am out from under Sarad’s thumb I’m
free to carry out the will of my kin, which in this case is to help you stop
this ritual from culminating.”


Elias exchanged a long look with Danica, who gave him a
spare nod. “Very well, Talinus,” Elias said. “What do you propose?”


Talinus’s smile spilt his bestial face in half. “I thought
you’d never ask.”


†


The queen covered her mouth. She refused to give her
captors the satisfaction of hearing her weep. She pressed her forehead into the
cold flagstone of her cell. Her cell. Her Palace. Her home. Yet she knew it was
her home no more. She had lost the throne. She had lost Galacia.


Eithne’s thoughts turned to her cousin. Bryn, defiant to the
last, had fought harder for her crown than she had. Pinned to the earth she
watched, impotent, as Bryn charged to her death. She didn’t even have the
breath to scream as the Senestrati’s fell spell stole her cousin’s life. Ragdoll
limp, Bryn crumbled to the dirt.


In some ways she supposed Bryn the lucky one. She didn’t
have to endure the indignity of being bound, blindfolded, and strapped to the
hind of a horse like a human saddlebag. Of the others, she knew only of Lar who
bellowed curses like a drunken porter, even after they were ahorse. Shortly
after they started out, he was silenced, whether by the gag or the sword she
didn’t know.


Whether any of the other party members survived remained
unknown to her, for if captured they were jailed in separate cells, and since
her arrival yesterday her iron door had opened but once.


Sarad Mirengi entered with silence, and his cowl, drawn
tight about him. The white robes of the Prelate had been exchanged for a long
hooded tunic and black close fitted breeches—the habit of an assassin. Eithne
stood and held herself to her full height. She was damned if the queen of
Galacia—the former queen of Galacia, she corrected herself—was going to receive
the man that stole her kingdom on her knees like a frightened waif. “Have you
come to gloat?” she asked.


Mirengi pulled back his hood and she cringed from the sight
of him, despite herself. His hair line had been blasted back several inches,
replaced by swollen scar tissue, and blue spider veins branched across the
entirety of his face. He fixed his pupil-less, rheumy eyes upon her. “We are
beyond such things, you and I. Now, tell me. Where is Elias Duana?”


†


Elias drew the dead man’s cloak close about him and
tried to ignore the cold. In silence they awaited the hour when Talinus would
take them to the palace. Danica sat with her back to his, and he welcomed the
warmth and comfort of her touch.


As the rust colored sunset lit the branches of the wytchwood
afire Talinus had said to them, “Do you think it an accident that we met here?”


“What, at this tree?” Elias asked.


“It is more than a mere tree, Marshal,” Talinus said, “as I
suspect you have guessed. Do you know why ancient man so feared the wytchwood?”


“I imagine you are about to tell me,” Elias said.


“To the Fey every tree, every plant, has a spirit, but the
wytchwood has an active consciousness. It can communicate.”


“Shiny,” said Danica, “the tree’s got feelings. What of it?”


“It can communicate with any other wytchwood, no matter the
distance, sending information through a vast web at will.”


Elias gazed at the behemoth, ebony tree. He let his cartwheeling
thoughts recede and his mind entered the void. He saw particles of green light
dance about the trunk and branches of the tree, vibrating with such speed as to
be all but indiscernible to his senses. The energy field spun about the
wytchwood in a vast ellipse that reached about forty feet on either side. “So
that’s why wytchwoods always grow in a clearing—they create the clearing.”


Danica snapped her fingers in front of Elias’s eyes. “What
are you on about?” she said.


Elias blinked and the vision vanished. “Information isn’t
all they can send, is it?”


Talinus clapped his hands. “You are an apt pupil, Marshal. I
could teach you many things.”


“I’d hate to see what you charge for tuition,” Elias said.


“Honestly,” Danica said. “I don’t know which of you two to
stab first.”


“What we’re talking about, my dear, is teleportation,” said
Talinus.


“You’re yanking my bonnet,” Danica said.


“Love to,” Talinus said with a wink. “Maybe later. But
business first. The tree can teleport a person from one wytchwood to another.”


“So you’re saying this tree can teleport us directly into
the royal gardens?” Danica asked. It sounded like nonsense to her, but
considering what she had seen in the last three months she’d being willing to
label most anything possible, if not plausible, until proven otherwise.


“But how?” asked Elias.


“Simple. All you have to do is ask. Of course, the White Fey
and I aren’t on the best of terms, so you better do the asking.” Elias shot
Talinus a quizzical look. The imp offered him a wide, crooked grin. “Go on
then.”


Feeling a strange apprehension, Elias approached the tree,
one deliberate step after another, keenly aware of the weight of the others’
eyes upon him. He stood at the base of the wytchwood and looked up into its
black branches. It had the look of a sycamore, save for the ebony, craggy bark
and the red ochre leaves, which appeared unnaturally bright in the failing
light. Elias had the impression that he stood beneath an impossibly aged being.
He laid his hand on the trunk.


At once images began to flash through his mind. The
wytchwood in the Lurkwood in spring, green moss encircling its trunk as far as
its branches reached. White flowers, newly bloomed. His mother, barefoot in a
white gown. She skipped beneath its canopy, holding hands with a toddling girl.


He saw Lucerne palace from a bird’s-eye view, soaring high
above its most ambitious spires. A black cloud seeped from the seams in the
marble façade and fissures in the granite beneath. A six sided star drawn in
red lines of wavering energy lay superimposed over the palace, but the
proportions were asymmetrical.


The open sea. Gray waves lay in all directions. Water
sprayed onto the deck. A flock of black birds approached, but they were too
large—impossibly large.


A snow laden plain beneath a slate grey sky. Agnar turned
about, thigh-deep in the snow, his mouth agape in a silent scream. A drawn
shortbow quivered in his hands, the arrow pointed at Elias.


Come back to me, Starchild.


The wintry scene vanished and in his mind’s-eye Elias saw a
young woman of surpassing beauty. Her hair was the color of a dark and dewy
moss. Her cheekbones sat high on her face beneath murky hazel eyes. Her skin,
flawless and smooth, was tinted the palest shade of green and her lips the
spare pink of winter rose.


It pleases me that you find me beautiful. This is how
your mother saw me.


Elias felt his senses return to his body. He felt the ground
beneath his feet, though he yet swayed on them, and the rough surface of the
tree beneath his hand. Still the image of the woman was fixed in his mind. Who
are you?


I am called Maya. I am glad you have returned. Telepathic
communion is new to you. It can be disorienting to humans.


What are you? Elias thought, forming the words slowly
in his mind.


Good. It is best to speak slowly in telepathy. Makes it
much easier. I am the spirit of this tree.


You are alive then!


So excitable, just like your mother, Maya said, but
Elias could hear the smile in her thoughts and, in the image of her he held in
his mind, her nose crinkled. Everything is alive, silly boy, merely at
differing levels of consciousness.


What was it I saw?


What was, what is, and what may be. You must keep in mind
that my kind does not see time in such a linear fashion as you do. Yet
do not worry over such things. Focus on the task at hand. Now. You have a
question for me?


Yes, thought Elias. We need to get into the palace
unseen so that we can stop a great evil. We have been led to believe that you
may be able to take us there. Will you help us?


Of course, Starchild. We will transport you. The evil of
which you speak is known to us. Yet we cannot permit the Dark Fey passage.


Talinus? Likely that’s for the better. I don’t trust him.


Nor should you. Come to me when the time is right and I
will send you and your sister to the royal gardens, to the inner keep of the
manlings.


Thank-you, Maya. Elias began to lift his hand from
the wytchwood, but turned back. Why do you call me Starchild?


That is what the White Fey have named you. Now, go, and
prepare yourself. Rest. Your greatest trial awaits.


Recognizing the dismissal, Elias nodded and took his hand
from the tree. He walked back to the others on numb legs. Danica still had her
sword in hand, absent-mindedly shaking her leg, while Talinus made a show out
of inspecting his talons.


Danica looked up at him expectantly. “What happened?”


“She agreed to take us when we’re ready,” Elias said, “but
she won’t transport Talinus.”


Talinus snorted. “No surprise there. There’s not much love
lost between my kind and the Fey.”


“Pity,” said Danica. “Although that was rather easy, don’t
you think?”


Elias fixed his black eyes upon Talinus, who grew still
beneath his glare. “Maya called you a Dark Fey. What do you suppose she meant
by that?”


“What, like a fairy?” Danica asked.


Talinus grinned and showed Duana his teeth. “I’ve gone by
many names. To the dark skinned people of the southern continents you may well
appear a demon, or a God. There’s no accounting for taste, Duana.”


Elias frowned down at Talinus and then exchanged a long look
with Danica. He hadn’t expected Talinus to give him a straight answer, but the
imp’s reaction told him that he had stumbled upon something. It seemed to Elias
that every time he answered one question a half-dozen more sprang up in its
place. The more he learned, the more he realized how little he actually knew.


Elias sat down, hugged his legs, drew the cloak he had taken
from one of the dead Senestrati about him, and prepared for the long wait until
midnight.


†


“He’s alive.” Though fear grasped her tight in its icy
fist, Eithne took a step toward Mirengi. “You’ve haven’t found my Marshal yet.”


“It matters not,” said the maimed former Prelate, “he
delivered you to me, as I knew he would. That I don’t have him as an audience
for the ritual only takes the sugar from my tea.”


“Impatient whelp. You had him in your grasp, but let him go,
because you couldn’t wait until your assassins located me on their own. Tell
me, do you think the gambit was worth it? Knowing that the man that did this to
you is still out there? That he might yet return to foil you?”


Sarad folded his hands and peered at her with his milky,
pupilless eyes. “I see what you’re trying to do. It won’t work. You think to
goad me into striking you down, so that I can’t perform my ritual. I’m not that
vapid. I didn’t masquerade as a cleric for over a decade only to fall prey to
the machinations of a child-queen in the final movement. Come midnight, I will
break the spell that your ancestor bound to your bloodline. The magic that
endures in you will be undone. House Senestrati will return.”


“You still have enemies. Your masters will not hold this
land uncontested.”


“Once the ritual is complete, no force born of this earth
can stop us. If you think me unsufferable, be glad that you will not live to
bend knee to the power I serve. This kingdom alone will not satisfy them, they
will rule the continent. Your Marshal best hurry, backed by more than his sword
and his sister. He has six hours before you, and this age are no more.”


†


“It is time,” Talinus said. “I can feel Sarad amassing
his power.”


Elias, who still sat with his back to Danica’s, tilted his
head back and rested it against hers. The long wait was over. At last he would
have either satisfaction, or rest. He had delved into his memories and tried to
remember everything his father had taught him, but there was simply too much. He
knew that he would have to trust in his instincts and hope that he had learned
his lessons well. Like the morning before an important exam at the schoolhouse,
pouring over last minute notes did little good. One had to surrender to the
fact by that late hour that they either knew the material or did not. Instead
Elias sought the void and surrendered to the quiet core of him that he found
there.


“Those tattered rags don’t much suit you, Duana,” Talinus
said and threw a brown bundle at his feet.


“What’s this?” Elias asked and took a knee before the pile. What
he saw took his breath. “Father’s duster.” As he unfolded it he found hidden
inside the scabbard for his sword, his father’s shield, and hat. He cast aside
the second hand cloak and ill-fitting scimitar scabbard he had procured from a
fallen enemy. He looked up at the imp, who wore an almost kindly expression. “How?”


“I’m bred of the old blood. I can pass unseen when I wish
to.”


“Thank-you, Talinus.”


“What,” said Danica, “nothing for me?”


“As a matter of fact,” Talinus said and pulled another
bundle from nowhere.


Danica took the rope from him. Stiff, thick and some sixteen
feet long, the rope had a waxy, fist-sized knot at one end. “One of the ropes
that Slade bound me with. I had left this behind.”


Talinus padded close to her. “Take what your enemy has used
against you and make it your own. Possess it. When their tools have no power
over you, you will be free.”


Danica locked eyes with the imp. She nodded. “Let’s go,
brother. We don’t want to be late for the party.”


The siblings walked to the foot of the wytchwood. Elias laid
a hand on the trunk. “We’re ready, Maya.”


Without delay the wytchwood emitted a green light, which
originated in the heart of the trunk and burst out in brilliant aureole that
encircled the entirety of the tree and pushed into the mossy earth at its feet.
Motes of white light flitted around the energy field, and Elias knew
instinctually that each was as alive as he. Luck to you, Starchild,
Maya’s voice whispered in his mind.


A sense of weightlessness washed over him then and he felt
as light as the energy that surrounded him, and as expansive. The impression of
expansion grew greater yet until he lost all awareness of his body. He felt his
being shift—that was the only term with which he could begin to
articulate the experience—and then he found himself standing beneath the boughs
of the sister wytchwood in the royal gardens.









Chapter 38


Wytchwood


Elias crouched close to the trunk of the wytchwood and
leaned against it until he recovered his equilibrium. He looked to Danica whose
wide-eyed expression told him all he needed to know about her feelings on the
short trip. Elias adjusted his sword baldric and whispered, “If Talinus is
correct, the illusion that obscures the aspect of the wytchwood should hide us
as long as we remain under its boughs.”


Danica nodded. “Can you see the guards posted at the door?”


Elias craned his neck. “No, the hedge is blocking my view.”


“What do we do?”


“Give me a moment to think.” Talinus had told them that
Sarad was taking no chances tonight, and thus posted two men at every door in
and out of the palace. His meticulousness would have stymied them had they
tried to sneak in from outside the palace walls, but since they had
circumvented them handily, but three doors stood between them and the throne
room where Sarad intended to carry out his fell ritual. The first was at the
entrance to the royal gardens, the second at the top of the staircase that
connected the gardens to the inner court, and the third being the entrance to
the throne room, which would also be barred by an energy barrier.


Elias heard a rustle behind him and he reached for his sword
with an oath upon his lips. He turned to find Danica climbing the wytchwood. “What
are you doing?” he whispered as loud as he dared.


“You were taking too long, and we’re in a hurry.”


“And you’re too impatient! You’ll get us killed before we
get to Sarad.”


“I can see them. Just two, like Talinus said.”


“Good. Listen, I’ll sneak along the hedge and surprise them.
You back me up.”


“I have a better idea. Talinus said that we would be invisible
as long as we remained close to the tree.”


“It looks like he was right, which is probably the only
reason we’re still alive, thanks to your shenanigans.”


“It’s an advantage, brother. We draw them to us and have a
proper ambush. They won’t even see us until it’s too late. Then we can hide
their bodies in the tree.”


Elias paused and looked up at Danica’s silhouetted features,
lit only by starlight, as it was a New Moon. “Brilliant,” he said. “If we make
it out of this, you’re never going to let me forget this, are you?”


Elias heard the smile in her voice. “Not a chance. I’ll stay
up here and attack from above. You stay by the trunk and pull them in. Ready?”


Before Elias could respond Danica shook a large branch and
crowed shrilly. Elias cursed under his breath and drew his sword as quietly as
he could manage.


“Did you hear that?” one of the guards said and moments
later peered around the hedge.


“Aye,” said the other, “sounds like a wounded pigeon. Rat’s
with wings, me mudder used to call ‘em. Why doncha go check it out.”


“Fire and brimstone,” said the first guard and walked around
the hedge. Danica gave the branch another shake. “I think you’re right. Just
saw a branch move in that big tree.” Danica shook the branch again, with more
gusto. “There she goes again. I’m not sure. That’s gotta be one big pigeon.”


“Hold up,” said the guard from the far side of the hedge. “I’m
coming. We better check it out just to be sure.”


The first guard, clad in mercenary piece-mail, and bearing
the crest of House Oberon on his tunic crept toward the wytchwood. He drew a long-sword.
As he passed within reach Danica lowered her rope, which she had tied into a hasty
loop with a slip-knot. She dropped the impromptu lasso over the guard’s head
and gave it a jerk. Instinctively, she poured her magic through the rope in
blue-white ripples of energy that danced along its length like liquid light. The
guard went rigid at once, stunned by the shocking spell.


Elias sprung at him, grabbed his tunic, and pulled him under
the shadow of the wytchwood. The senseless guard crashed to the ground, face
down, with Danica’s lasso still about his neck. Elias gave his hand a shake,
numbed from contact with Danica’s magic.


By now the second guard had rounded the hedge and approached
the tree. “Firth? Firth, where’d you get to?”


Elias waited until the guard ducked the low hanging boughs
of the wytchwood and struck him behind the knees with the flat of his blade. The
guard pitched forward onto his knees with a cry, but Danica silenced him in
short order, for she dropped from the tree, landed on his shoulders, and
wrapped her arm around his mouth. Danica bore him to the ground and wrapped her
legs around him as she rolled onto her back. The guard struggled against her
but it proved in vain, for he didn’t have the necessary leverage with which to
free himself.


Elias laid his naked sword at the guard’s armpit, where his
raised arm left an opening in his breastplate. The guard went stock-still. “Be
quiet and don’t fight us, and you may yet live,” Elias said. The guard gave a
curt nod. “Good. Danica, let him loose.”


“You can’t be serious,” Danica hissed between gritted teeth.


Elias crouched and laid a hand on her arm. “We’re not the
enemy. We won’t kill a defenseless man. He wears the tunic of Oberon’s
mercenaries. He’s likely just following orders.”


Danica released her hold on him. “What’ll we do with them?”


“Tie them together. By the time they free themselves or are
found we will have gained the throne room.”


“We won’t be any trouble,” said the guard as his wild eyes
flitted between Elias and Danica. “Oberon doesn’t pay that well.”


“Shall we cut out his tongue so he doesn’t scream?” Danica
said and winked at Elias.


“I think not,” said Elias. He crouched by the guard, who
still lay on his back. “Tell me, what’s your name?”


“Seamus.”


“Now, Seamus, are there guards posted at the door atop the
staircase?”


“Yes,” said Seamus. “Two.”


“Good. Do you know their names?”


“Yes, they’re both Justicars.”


Elias exchanged a glance with Danica. “Seamus, I think we’re
going to need your help.”


“I don’t know that I could be much help to you,” Seamus said
in a small voice. He looked away from Elias and focused for a beat on his
comrade, who was yet unconscious.


“Seamus,” Elias said, “you don’t want me to give you to the
witch, do you?” He indicated Danica with a nod.


Seamus swallowed. “Witch?”


Elias spread his hands. “You’ve seen your fellow. He’ll wake—I
think—but I don’t envy him the headache he’ll have when he does. Now, can I
count on you, Seamus?” The beleaguered guard nodded. “Excellent. Here’s the
plan.”


Scant minutes later Seamus knocked on the door atop the
staircase that opened into one of the two main halls in the royal wing that
connected the great hall, the audience chamber, the greater courtyard, the throne
room, and the royal apartments beyond. “What?” came the immediate reply in
heavily accented common.


“Alhazarad, it’s me, Seamus.”


“What?”


“I need to use the privy. Please open the door.”


A disgusted sigh sounded on the other side of the door. “Go outside.”


“I can’t. I had curry last night.”


Silence fell, and then an outburst of ill concealed
laughter. The door swung into the hall. “Honestly,” Alhazarad said, “I don’t
know where Mirengi’s lackey found you goats.” Alhazarad peered into the
stairway. “Seamus, why are all the sconces out? It’s as black as sin in there. Seamus?”


As the Handsman stuck his head into the stairwell Danica let
fly the rope that had once served as the object of her torment. Crackling with
silvered lightning, the rope wrapped around the throat of the false Justicar. Unlike
in the gardens, Danica held nothing of her power back and the Handsman was dead
on his feet before she, with a mighty tug, pulled him through the doorway and
over the shoulders of Elias, who crouched near the top of the staircase, but
outside the small ring of light that bled into the stairwell from the floor
above.


“What in the nine hells,” began the other, stunned Handsman
before he drew his scimitar and sprinted through the doorway, tracking Danica’s
footfalls down the darkened staircase, only to find himself stopped short by
four-and-half feet of steel as he impaled himself on Elias’s readied sword.


“Elias?” Danica hissed into the pitch black as the residual
flame that had consumed her rope burnt out.


“Yes,” whispered Elias as he heaved the dead Handsman off
his sword. “I’m fine.” He turned as he sensed Danica approach. “Nice work—I
think the whip may be your favored weapon.”


Danica snorted. “Well, I’ll have to find a new one that’s
less flammable.”


Light bloomed in the stairwell as Seamus lit a match and
rekindled one of the snuffed wall sconces. “Is it done?” To his credit, his
voice quavered but slightly.


“Yes, Seamus,” said Elias, “well done. Now, go hide in the
gardens.” The petrified mercenary wasted no time in complying. To Danica Elias
said, “Quickly, take one of their cloaks.”


They dragged the bodies deep into the stairwell, then crept
into the upper hall and closed the door behind them. The siblings crouched
back-to-back while they waited to see if their hasty ambush had drawn any
notice. When Elias didn’t hear the sound of boots clacking down the cavernous
hallways he leaned his head over his shoulder and whispered, “The men posted
outside the throne room may have heard us, but they daren’t leave their post.”


“Fine by me, as long as no one else is coming to sandwich
us,” said Danica. “But what now?”


Elias considered but a moment. “Draw up your hood. We walk
straight at them. Don’t stop. We take them out quick, press them into the
energy wall Talinus told us about.”


“Together.”


“Together,” Elias said. “Now.”


They stood, drew up the hoods of the dead men’s cloaks, went
straight down the hall, turned the corner, and walked toward the throne room. The
two men that guarded the throne room’s double doors, before which stretched a
radiant, scintillating wall of diaphanous, brick-red energy that stretched from
floor to ceiling, had their scimitars naked and in hand.


“Ho!” called one of them. “Who goes there?”


“Cease! Show yourselves!” cried the other, even as the first
began to chant in the guttural tongue of the necromancer. A ball of black,
liquid fire coalesced in his free hand. After a final exclamation he hurled the
flickering sphere of fell magic down the hall.


“Gladly,” snarled Elias as he threw back his hood and
flourished his sword from underneath his pilfered cloak. He caught the fireball
on the tip of his sword. The terrible inertia of the conjured flame pressed
against him, but he pushed into it, driving forward with his legs, and the oily
flame shuddered and succumbed to his steel, funneling into the enchanted blade,
as the runes etched into its base burned with all the fire of a blacksmith’s
forge.


The Handsmen exchanged a glance and raised their scimitars
into high guards. The Duana siblings closed the distance to the doors without
breaking stride and raised their hands as one. Concave rings of force lanced
from their palms and hurled the Handsmen from their feet and into the cataclysm
of fell magic at their backs.









Chapter 39


Reckoning


The doors to the throne room reverberated under an
explosive crash with all the sound and fury of a catapult delivering a payload
of burning pitch. Eithne strained her neck against the arcane ropes of puce
energy that bound her fast. The granite doors buckled again with a ringing,
concussive clamor—THWANG! A sly smile tugged up the corners of the queen’s
mouth as she swung her head forward and locked eyes with Sarad Mirengi.


Bryn straightened against the magic that fixed her in the spell-circle
and raised her head from her shoulder as a small, bright seed of hope blossomed
in her heart and lent her battered mind and body a renewed strength. She licked
her lips and forced a laugh from her cracked throat. “He’s come, Sarad,” she
rasped. “Elias has come.”


Sarad kept his eyes fixed on the spellform featuring a six
sided star that he had drawn on the throne room floor. He said nothing, but the
color drained from his face. Sarad refocused on his work. He raised his hands palm-up
to the sky and chanted in the spirant tongue of his masters. An inky clot of
energy formed above the spell-circle as a beam of mottled light shot down from
the moonless night and through the skylight.


The crackling, opaque cloud descended.


THWANG! The doors shrugged on their hinges.


The six Handsmen who stood at the points of the six sided
star, each behind one of the sacrifices—Ogden, Phinneas, Agnar, Lar, Bryn, and the
queen—whose very essence was to be harvested to power the fell ritual, joined
their voices to Sarad’s incantations. The star and the sweeping characters and
sigils that Sarad had fastidiously etched into the marble of the throne room
floor emitted a scarlet light.


“You best hurry, apostate,” cried Ogden, “your death is
behind those doors!”


“Lords of House Senestrati,” Sarad screamed. “Undying shades
of the utterdark, I invoke thee!”


THWANG!


Six rays of black light erupted from the center of the cloud
and speared each member of the queen’s party in the solar plexus. “May the vitalis
of these six usurpers break the geas that binds you and bars your get from
these lands, for nigh is the House of Denar no more!” The six sacrifices
levitated toward the engorged miasma of fell magic.


THWANG!


All eyes turned to the entryway as the doors blew into the
throne room in a burst of cerulean spellfire. Through the heart of the
detonation rushed Elias Duana, Danica at his side, his duster flapping in the
preternatural wind. Without breaking stride, Elias hurled his sword, aflame
with a blaze of white magic, like a javelin into the pulsating mass beneath the
skylight.


The two arcane forces repelled each other with such
vehemence that the glut of dark magic exploded back through the skylight,
vaporizing the stained glass, while the sword spun to the floor in a ring of
white fire, sundering the spell-circle and showering all occupants of the room
with powdered marble before skittering across the throne room and ricocheting
off the wall.


The queen’s party dropped. Likewise, the Handsmen behind
them were heaved from their feet in an arcane backlash as the spell they used
to immobilize the queen’s party broke under the torrent of arcane forces that
tore through the chamber. The queen’s party and their fell wardens alike lay
stunned, while Sarad Mirengi and Elias Duana stared each other down as the
marble dust settled like lazy snowfall.


“Impressive,” said Sarad, standing firm in the center of the
star, where all lines of the spellform intersected. “But tell me, Marshal, how
will you turn aside my magic, now that you are bereft of your father’s precious
sword?” The necromancer spun his hands, one over the other, shaping a stain of
black energy veined with crimson lightning between his palms.


“Protect the queen,” Elias said to Danica, although his eyes
never left Sarad’s. “The necromancer is mine.”


For perhaps the first time in her life, Danica wasted no
time on words and sprinted for the queen, short-sword and dagger in hand. She
slid on her knees, barreling aside the stupefied Eithne, who swooned on her
knees at the bottom point of the spellform, perpendicular to Sarad’s position
in the center, even as his sphere of dark magic shot overhead. Agnar, she saw,
was the first to recover having risen to an unsteady crouch. Acting on
intuition she cried his name and tossed him her sword, before whirling about
and burying her dagger into the stirring Handsman that had held Eithne captive.


Meanwhile, Elias strode steadily toward Sarad as he reached
for the spark of the arcane that he knew flickered somewhere within him in the
deep beyond the void. He gathered all of the power available to him as the fell
wizard finished shaping his spell, both men oblivious to the fervent melee that
had begun to rage about them. He had crossed half the throne room when Sarad
heaved the ragged meteor of black magic at him. Elias raised an arm without
slowing his advance. As the gestalt of fell energy, which sputtered black flame
and ball lightning, approached within a few arm-lengths of Elias, a white beam
of liquid fire shot from his palm and into the dark mass.


Agnar struggled to find balance as the world pitched and
swam before his eyes, but then he heard his name, called clear as a clarion
horn, and he found himself transfixed by the jade fire of Danica Duana’s eyes. The
glint of steel whirred at him and on reflex he reached out, feeling each
drumbeat of his heart, and pulled it from the air. With his favored weapon in
hand a lifetime of memory and training returned to him.


Agnar Vundi surged to his feet and went to work.


Danica dragged the senseless queen from the battle as Agnar
guarded her retreat, her sword dancing in his hand like an arc of silver
lightning. A couple of the enemy swung wide of Agnar to recapture the queen,
but Lar Fletcher had joined the fray.


With a roar of inarticulate rage he picked up the nearest of
the Handsmen clear over his shoulder. The agile assassin twisted in Lar’s arms
and black lightning lanced from his splayed fingers. The fell electricity
coursed through him, rippling down his arms, over his shoulders, and across his
torso. The bitter burn of the magic served only to incense Lar further. He
lifted the Handsman above his head and threw him to the floor like a sack of
grain.


With a wet THWACK the Handsman went still, as did his spell.


Lar spared the dead arcanist a glare before moving on to
help Danica, but when he looked up his sight grew dim and when he went to take
a step his legs wouldn’t obey him and only twitched. The last thing he saw
before his sight failed was Danica, pint sized Danica, but large as life. A
wistful smile crept over Lar’s face before the black took him and he knew no
more.


Danica squared off against a scimitar wielding Handsman. Armed
with naught but a dagger she assumed a defensive posture and an inverse grip on
her spare weapon, resting the blade against her forearm. Her opponent sneered
at her and opened with a flat cut at her torso. She blocked the slash with a
twist of her body, but the ringing blow pushed her off balance and she felt
warmth leak down her arm, for while her dagger made solid contact with the Handsman’s
scimitar it did not turn the entirety of the blade. When you’re in too deep,
that is precisely when you must push deeper yet, a voice whispered from the
far recesses of her mind, the shard of an ancient memory.


The Handsman pulled his scimitar back and cocked his arms to
launch another blow, but instead of retreating Danica used the momentum that
had unbalanced her and spun low, into the attack. The heavy-handed slice sailed
clean over her head. As she completed her spin she shouldered him and drove her
elbow into his gut. When he pitched forward she punched straight up. He made a
wet exclamation as her dagger opened his throat.


Danica turned her attention back to the queen, but she was
gone. Her heart all but arrested as she looked up to see Eithne lumbering back toward
the spell-circle and the bitter battle between Mirengi and Elias.


Elias pressed his white fire against Sarad’s magic, which at
first slowed the roiling globe and then brought it to a dead stop mere inches
from his hand. He felt the fell power radiating from the dark mass, which his
arcane sight perceived as black concentric ripples that stole the heat from the
air, drained his strength, and threatened to snuff out the very fire that was
his life. With a renewed sense of outrage Elias bent all of his thought into
resisting Sarad and willed the suspended clot of dark energy back across the
room.


Sarad saw his spell return toward him with no small measure
of surprise. There were few wizards in the world equal to an arcane working of
that magnitude. He had never seen anyone use magic quite like Duana. Still, two
could play that game. Sarad flourished his hand and, inspired by his nemesis,
cast a beam of black fire across the room and into his reflected spell. The
spell, which originally had the shape of a comet, compressed into a dense
sphere of warring dark and light energies. The crackling, humming sphere shuddered
to a stop, suspended between the two wizards.


“So, it has come to this, once again,” said Sarad, “a wizard’s
duel between the champions of House Senestrati and House Denar.”


Elias lowered his hand, though the sphere of magic yet hung
between them, and looked at the grotesque Dark Lord of the Scarlet Hand who had
been disfigured by his hand. A peculiar feeling slid through the Marshal at
that instant and the fire of his anger burned out, and left him feeling spent. “Enough
blood has been spilt in this millennia-long vendetta,” he said. “Surrender the
dark covenant, Sarad. Let us end this.”


“I once asked the same of you, as you may recall,” spat the
necromancer, his face gone scarlet. “And my answer is the same as yours—never!”
Sarad threw up his hands and a curtain of black and violet fire drew around
them in a great ring, creating a tidy barrier between them and the ongoing
melee.


“So be it,” said Elias.


Each man lifted an arm and from their hands lanced seething,
liquid beams of fire, which met in a crash of sparks and fiery rain as the dark
sphere shivered under the amalgam of yet more arcane energy.


Thus the contest of wills began in earnest.


Eithne shambled behind Elias, swinging wide of the curtain
of cold flame, and toward Bryn, who had gotten her legs beneath her and squared
off unarmed against the Handsman who had immobilized her during the ritual. Phinneas,
who had played possum while Agnar engaged the Handsmen, pushed his bruised body
from the floor and lunged awkwardly at the swordsman who threatened Bryn,
tackling him about the legs. The Handsman remained afoot, though he stumbled
before kicking free and backhanding the doctor with the pommel of his scimitar.


While Phinneas had failed to take the Handsman down, he bought
Bryn precious time as Eithne, with Danica on her heels, closed in on them, all of
which unfolded around the epic struggle between Sarad and Elias who continued
to pit their magic, and wills, against each other.


Bryn pressed close to the Handsman as he threw off Phinneas
and punched his nose with an upward angling open-palm strike. His eyes watered
and blood streamed from his nostrils, but the veteran warrior retorted without
delay and hooked Bryn on the chin with the hilt of his scimitar, proximity
having rendered the blade useless at such close quarters. Bryn’s head snapped
to the left, the room spun, and she fell to her knees.


Ogden’s first order of business when he regained
consciousness, his brow having been bloodied by a falling shard of cast iron
from the skylight, was to give Elias what aid he could. Elias’s intervention
had dispelled Mirengi’s ritual, sundering the spell-circle that contained the
six sided star, but he still stood in the center of a greater spellform, a ring
of sigils and incantations in the flowing script of the darkspeech, that served
as a gateway to the dark magic of the Senestrati. If Ogden sundered that
spellform he could reduce Mirengi’s strength and give Elias an edge.


Ogden blocked out the bedlam of clashing steel and the crackle
and thrum of arcane energies and activated his arcane sight. He saw the fell
magic harnessed in the spellform as a bruise colored energy field that formed a
flowing circuit. He needed to arrest the current and thus sever Mirengi from
the teat of his fell masters. Ogden collected his own power before him in a
ball of sun-golden light. He shaped his magic into a wedge and with an
exclamation in the tongue of the ancient Eurinthian—Vahnara Dosh Eroshtya!—he
thrust his spell through Mirengi’s spellform with an audible pop. The
cycling field of dark energy derailed and dissipated into the air like ashes in
the wind.


Mirengi cursed in the darkspeech as his reservoir of power
lessened, but he never took his eyes from Elias, his concentration unwavering. Ogden
had done all he could for Elias, for he daren’t cast his own magic into the mix
which would cause an unstable amalgam of energy that could potentially destroy them
all. Their fate, and that of Galacia, now lay in the hands of his student.


Danica realized that Eithne had broken away from her and
gone back into the fray to help Bryn, but she was damned if she was going to
leave her brother to face Mirengi alone in order to save the queen only to fail
at her appointed task. She closed in on the melee on the other side of the
circle at a dead run just as Bryn fell to her knees. She reacted without
thinking and shoved Eithne out of the way and leapt over Bryn, straddling the
downed woman as she raised her dagger to intercept the scimitar blow that would
have ended the young courtier.


Rather than disengage to mount another attack, the Handsman bore
down on Danica. Her dagger bowed under his heavier weapon and she gave way
under his greater strength and leverage. Danica bared her teeth and tightened
every muscle in her body against him, but the scimitar gained steady ground
against her and descended inch by inch toward her skull. Then, without
preamble, a gout of blood erupted from his mouth.


While Danica and the Handsman were engaged in their
stalemate Bryn had recovered and shrugged off the stunning pommel blow. She
rolled into a combat crouch and reentered the melee, the Handsman never feeling
the sleight-of-hand that unburdened him of the kris than hung at his left hip. She
buried the wicked, curved dagger in his stomach, and then somersaulted between
his legs and hamstrung him. The Handsman fell to his knees and without ceremony
Danica crescent kicked him in the side of the head with the heel of her boot.


Agnar had been hard pressed by the two Handsmen he had
engaged, both of whom were expert swordsmen. After the initial volley of blows
he launched to buy himself some space, he retreated to the throne dais to gain
the advantage of high ground and discourage flanking. His enemies fought in
tandem, attacking either simultaneously or in a syncopated rhythm, which forced
him to squander his stamina for he had to constantly feint, riposte, and
counter attack to hold them at bay.


Agnar Vundi, however, was born of the bloodlines of the
warrior kings of Ittamar and thus no mere adept with a blade himself, though it
was his custom to fight with two swords. With this in mind he lunged forward
with a wild half-moon swing to push his enemies back and then leapt further up
the dais, onto the very seat of the queen. The first Handsman rushed him with a
low slash to cut out his legs. Agnar jumped over the stroke and down from the
throne, landing close to his quarry. When the Handsman retorted with a
back-hand blow Agnar caught his hand and promptly head-butted him, followed by
a thrust to the abdomen with his short-sword. He cast the impaled Handsman off
the dais with a kick, but held onto his scimitar. “Well,” he said around a
broad grin to the remaining Handsman who had to leap the tumbling body of his
fellow, “it looks like the two swords to one advantage now belongs to me.”


The Handsman responded with a ferocious feint and remise,
but Agnar read his shifting stance and turned the attack with his scimitar and
sliced his opponent’s forearm with his short-sword. The Handsman withdrew a
step and adopted a two handed grip on his sword, but Agnar was quick to
capitalize on his advantage and pressed his wounded foe’s sword aside with a
heavy downward stroke of his scimitar and then landed him a blow to the head with
his short blade, ending the Handsman, and the skirmish.


Agnar dashed from the dais and glanced about the throne
room. Against all odds the queen’s party had prevailed over the Scarlet Hand,
but Elias and Mirengi still fought, a bloated mass of magical energy suspended
between them. He took a deep breath, finally having time to process the
maelstrom of activity that had occurred in the last few minutes. Elias Duana,
defying all reason, had managed to survive the wilds of the Renwood and stole
back into Lucerne Palace to thwart his nemesis. On the day he joined his fallen
comrades in the halls of their fathers—which might well yet be today—he could
say that he had lived.


Agnar cautiously made his way to the rest of his party,
giving Mirengi and Elias a wide berth. He clapped his hand on Danica’s shoulder
as she stood, heaving, over the body of a fallen foe. The young woman offered
him a grim smile, but then her eyes suddenly went wide and her mouth dropped
opened, a curse on her lips. Instinctively, Agnar wrapped his arms about her,
and bore her to the ground in a headlong dive. He rolled over as they skidded across
the floor to see a cone of ragged black fire rush toward them.


With what he thought was his last thought, Agnar cursed
himself, for the Handsman he had run through yet lived, and had risen to his
feet, one hand staunching the hole in his guts while the other discharged the
blast of fell magic. Agnar, however, did have another thought, and it was to wonder
how the mass of writhing flame bent back upon itself as if it had struck a
wall.


Ogden stepped over Agnar, his hand outstretched toward the
fell arcanist. “Your final lesson, whelp, is to never leave an Archmagus alive
when you have him at an advantage.” Ogden’s thick brow drew down over his eyes
in concentration. He shaped his shield from a flat disk into a concave basin of
arcane force and then into a sphere, which contained his enemy’s spell and then
snuffed it out.


The Handsman reacted at once and formed a ball of black
lighting in his hand, but Ogden proved the faster. He threw both hands open and
a volley of blue energy bolts shot from them. The missiles lifted the Handsman
from his feet and hurled him against the wall behind the throne. He was dead
before he hit the floor.


Danica stood and spared Ogden a nod before turning her
attention to her brother’s fight with Mirengi, but the curtain of dark fire
stymied her.


The shuddering mass of magic pendulumed between the two
wizards as each took turns yielding ground to the other and then taking it back
in a brutal tug of war that left both men teetering on the edge of collapse. Elias
knew that if they continued like this for much longer they both would surely
die. The body and mind were not designed to withstand infinite amounts of
arcane energy, and the sheer volume that he and Sarad had channeled would have
burnt lesser wizards to a cinder.


Elias lost ground to Sarad for his focus ebbed as he wracked
his brain for a solution to end the stalemate and turn the tide against the
necromancer. An intuition came to him then as he remembered the first law of Arcanum
that Ogden had taught him: energy can neither be created nor destroyed, only
transmuted. He couldn’t extinguish Sarad’s original spell, but if he could find
a way to redirect or transmute it he could at long last defeat the dark lord of
the Scarlet Hand. The doorway to the infinite energy of the tapestry lay inside
each person—he was sure that someone had told him that once. Thus it stood to
reason that energy could pass both ways; as the wizard could draw on the energy
of the cosmos, so could he absorb it by sending it back through that door.


As Elias worked through these thoughts, the sphere had
pressed close to him. Sarad, believing that his victory was at hand, pushed
with all his will and drained the final dregs of his power. Elias observed this
with stoic resolve and drew his magic back into himself and probed within his being
for the gateway he hoped dwelt there.


“Oh, God,” cried Danica, “he’s losing! Ogden, can you dispel
the barrier?”


Ogden surveyed the magical barrier and the boulder of energy
oscillating between Elias and Mirengi. He knew at once that to set his will
against that much power would only incinerate him and quite possibly the entire
chamber. He was unable to look Danica in the eyes when he told her he could do
no more to help his student. “I cannot,” he said, hearing his own hollow words
echo in his head as he reeled with the thought that all hope was lost to them.


As Sarad’s spell closed the final feet between them, Elias
gathered his own repelled magic into a disk of white fire and then shaped it
into a funnel, his eyes half closing with the exertion. He reached desperately
into the void, delving deeper into that mysterious chasm between thoughts,
between worlds, than he had ever dared go before.


He opened his eyes and they gleamed with an otherworldly
light.


The fiery funnel churned and at its base formed a vortex
that had the aspect of a bright and starry night. Elias relinquished all
resistance to Sarad’s magic and poured all of his effort and power into
widening the vortex. The pregnant sphere of fell magic discharged into his
funnel and disappeared through the gateway at the vertex.


Sarad, who suddenly had no force to push against, fell to
his knees. “Impossible,” he said. “It cannot be.” No one could absorb magic,
and certainly not to that magnitude. His spell would have rendered an entire
household to ash.


The queen’s party stood dumbstruck, stunned to a man. Bryn
was the first to break the silence. Overcome with emotion, she broke out in an
outburst of laughter as tears streamed down her face. Danica took the courtier
in her arms and hugged her tight. “Wha…Wha…What?” Ogden said, mouthing the word
over and over again, while Phinneas pressed a knuckled fist to his heart and cried,
“By God, he’s done it!”


Elias conjured an arc of purple energy with a chop of his
hand that dissolved Sarad’s wall of black flame. His boots clacked on the
marble floor as he closed the distance to Sarad. The necromancer’s face
contorted in rage and he pressed himself to his feet, hands splayed in a final
act of resistance. Bolts of puce energy fired from his fingertips. Elias
deflected them with hands wreathed in violet-white light, and willed them to
return to their source. The repelled missiles gained momentum and the gravity
of Elias’s magic, and Sarad, who had tapped the final drop of his power, was
unable to mount a defense.


The magic bolts lifted Sarad from his feet and bore him to
the ground. Even as Elias closed the last steps between them, and the final
remnants of the wall of fire fizzled, he spoke solemn words of power,
incantations of the Deep Arcanum, and drew symbols in the air with fingertips haloed
with silver fire.


His boot-heels clicked to a stop.


A shining, faceted sphere drawn in lines of golden light
formed above Sarad, its many faces lambent with fiery runes. The arcane
spellform descended onto Sarad and caged him before collapsing into him in a shower
of golden sparks.


Elias stood over the felled wizard. Skeins of black smoke
rose from his ruined face and hands. In his final act of defiance Sarad had
drawn the energy to power his spell from his very life force, and the resulting
arcane backlash left him burnt and blistered.


The queen’s party drew around Elias. Danica stood by his side.
“You’ve done it.” She held out his sword. Elias wrapped his hands around the
familiar hilt, and felt the leather braids press into his hand. He held his
sword over Sarad.


“Go on then,” Sarad spat. “Finish it. Death holds no fear
for one such as I.”


Elias peered down at the man who had been the perpetrator of
myriad evils; the man who had brought a nation to its knees and who had very
nearly eradicated an entire bloodline and fathered a dark age from which the
world may never have emerged. Yet for all that, when Elias looked down at him
he saw only the child from the vision he had when he and Sarad had linked minds
during his imprisonment. That same child who cowered in fear as his father bent
his dark will and that of his benighted order upon him. Sarad’s legacy and that
of his fell masters was one of vengeance and of fear. Elias refused to enter
into that same dark legacy and become its new sire by letting his hand be moved
by the same black motives.


“No.” Elias lowered his sword. “I will not become like
them.”


“He’s too dangerous to be taken alive,” Ogden said.


“His power is broken,” said Elias.


“I can see that,” said Ogden, “though I never taught you the
spell of binding. It is too complicated for most veteran wizards to even
comprehend, let alone an apprentice. How did you learn it?”


“My father taught it to me.” When Ogden arched an eyebrow at
him, Elias said, “It’s a long story. The point is that he’s of no threat to us.
Not now. I’ll not murder him, even for all he’s done.”


Sarad looked up at Elias with wide and cloudy eyes. His lips
trembled as he opened his mouth to speak, but what he was to say would forever
remain a mystery, for at that very moment an indistinct black shape swooped
over him and when it passed all that remained of Sarad’s throat was a ragged
hole of dangling sinew.









Chapter 40


Bound


“Talinus!” Elias roared.


“A thousand pardons, Marshal,” the disembodied voice of
Talinus cried, “but the old man is right—Sarad is too dangerous to be left
alive. In any case, you have much more pressing matters at present. Your daring
entrance—impressive though it was—has roused half the city. As we speak the
remainder of the Scarlet Hand is closing in on you! Luck to you, Marshal. Until
we meet again!”


“They’re close,” said Bryn. “I can hear their footfalls.”


Elias knelt by Sarad’s side and pressed a hand over his
ruined throat. Sarad clasped a hand over Elias’s and began convulsing. “Take the
queen to safety, Danica, through the way we came. I’ll hold the hall. With the
head of the dragon gone, Oberon will yield the throne once we make ourselves
known to the other Houses.”


“No.” Eithne stepped close to her Marshal. To Ogden she
said, “Bar the doors, wizard.”


“Elias is right, child,” Ogden said. “We can retake Lucerne,
but not if we die here today.”


Eithne stood tall despite the wracking pain in her back. “No
more running,” she said. “We’ve cowered from this evil long enough. Here we
stand or here we die. There are swords in Lucerne yet loyal to their queen,
once they know she still lives. All we need do is hold until they get here.”


“Your wait will be short!” Bryn cried. “They’re rounding the
corner!”


“You have your orders, Sentinel,” the queen said.


Elias locked eyes with Sarad and wondered at the other man’s
thoughts. The necromancer’s hold on his hand weakened and a wry smile crinkled
his blasted face. Elias held fast as the lights went out of his murky eyes. Sarad
Mirengi, Prelate of the Church of the One God, dark lord of the Scarlet Hand,
exhaled a wet sigh and died.


Ogden said no more and stepped away from the party. He
lifted his hands and drew deep on the final dregs of his power, fueling his
magic with all the raw emotion that had sustained him through the terror of the
last fortnight. With a mighty groan the marble doors that Elias had sundered
from their hinges rose and creaked back into place, even as he saw the first
ranks of the Scarlet Hand racing down the hall. With near mind-breaking effort
Ogden held them in place while he wove an energy barrier to seal them. A powder
blue force field crackling with arcs of lightning formed in the archway.


Ogden turned to Eithne and blinked against the headache
forming between his eyes only to discover that he was sitting on the floor. He
tried to push himself back to his feet but motes of white light danced before
his eyes.


Eithne knelt by his side. “Rest now, old friend,” she
whispered.


“We need a plan and we need one fast,” said Danica. “Lar,
help me gather weapons.” She looked about the chamber. “Lar, where are you
hiding?”


Agnar rested a hand on Danica’s shoulder. “He fell, lass.”


Danica looked up at the northman. “What?”


“He took on one of the enemy barehanded to protect your
flank. Picked him up clean over his head even though the fiend poured enough
black magic into him to kill a leviathan.”


“Lar was a leviathan,” Danica said in a broken voice and
knuckled tears from her eyes. “Now help me gather weapons. We need a plan or
we’ll see him soon enough.”


Agnar complied, gathering the fallen Handsmen’s effects with
Bryn and Danica, while Phinneas and Eithne tended Ogden and Elias absorbed
himself in studying Mirengi’s spellform.


“It’s a pity,” Agnar said when he neared Lar’s body. “He was
a good man, and we sure could use his sword arm now.”


The first hammering of blows fell on the other side of the
doors.


“Angar,” said Danica,” don’t just stand there like a
frightened doe. They come!”


“By Vornac’s axe,” Agnar swore, “I think he’s still alive!”


Danica dropped the cache of weapons she held in her arms and
rushed to Lar’s side. Upon his face lay the pallor of death—bloodless and ashen
skin spiderwebbed with purple veins. The fell wizard had literally sucked the
life from him. Danica laid a hand on his clammy forehead. “Lar, I’m here.”


“Dan-i-ca,” Lar said wrestling with his black and swollen
tongue to form the word. “Is-it-o-ver?”


“Yes, we’ve won—for now. Mirengi’s reinforcements are at the
doors, though Ogden has barred them.” Tears slid down her face. “We could use
your help, but here you are just lying about and taking it easy while the rest
of us work.”


Something like a smile split his blasted features, then a
dry, hacking cough seized him. “Dan-i-ca. Are my eye-s o-pen?”


“Yes, dear.”


“I-I can-t see.”


To hear the naked fear in the voice of the towering and
indestructible Lar, who never had the good sense to fear anything, was more
than she could bear. Black despair soon burned away under the white fire of her
anger.


“They’ve breached the doors,” Agnar said quietly. “All that
restrains them now is Ogden’s magic.”


“Then we best get Lar up and outfitted for battle.” Danica
kept one hand on his forehead and splayed the other over his sternum. She
closed her eyes and at once felt a peculiar dislocation from her body as she
spiraled down into the void.


Agnar watched, dumfounded, as a veil of green light clothed
Danica’s splayed hand. For all its brilliance, the glow had a gentle quality
that seemed to embody the very essence of spring. The glow fanned out until it
encased Lar’s entire body. Then Agnar had to look away, for the light shined so
bright that it dazzled his eyes. He turned back to see that Lar had sat up and,
aside from an expression of bewilderment, looked as hale as the day Agnar had
met him at the queen’s banquet.


For Agnar’s part, a feeling of wellbeing overtook him and
the fatigue and myriad aches that had plagued him moments before vanished. “If
it is our fate to die today,” he said, “I can go to the halls of my fathers
contently, knowing that I do so by the side of some of the finest people I’ve
ever known.”


“Don’t give up the ghost yet,” said Danica as she helped Lar
to his feet. “Look now, my brother has a plan.”


Elias crouched over Sarad’s spellform thoughtfully,
oblivious to the rest of the party and the thunder of magic on the other side
of the doors. “I’ve seen this symbol before,” he said as he traced the six
sided star with his eyes.


Phinneas looked up from Ogden. “I should think so. It’s on
your badge, and the Denar coat of arms.”


“Yes,” sighed Elias, “I know that. I mean that I’ve seen it
somewhere else as well.”


“How long will Ogden’s wall hold against them?” Bryn asked.


“Not long, I think,” said Phinneas as he peeled back Ogden’s
eyelids and peered into his senseless eyes.


“If you have a plan, hero,” Bryn said with a levity in her
tone that she did not feel, “now’s the time.”


“I bound Sarad’s magic with the spell of binding,” Elias
said.


“And if we get out of this, I’ll be curious to know how you
managed it.” Phinneas looked up again as a particularly loud crash issued from
the other side of the ruined doors.


Elias glanced at his father’s badge and the heraldry of
House Denar, a stag standing before a tree with seven stars caught in its
boughs. “Seven six sided stars. Seven founding houses of Galacia. Draw a line
between the stars and you find another six sided star, with one in the center,
caught in the circle of the tree boughs, just as Sarad stood in the center of a
spellform that was a six sided star set in a circle.”


Elias’s thoughts turned to the vision he had when he touched
the wytchwood and saw Lucerne palace from above. “Of course! How could I be so
blind.”


“What is it?” Bryn said.


Elias noticed that the party had drawn about him, steel in
hand and prepared for battle. He glanced up from the spellform as the doors to
the throne room fell away. Now naught but Ogden’s wall of iridescent, blue
energy stood between them and the remainder of the Scarlet Hand’s forces. “Six
outer towers on the palace walls,” he said, “six inner spires set around the
central dome of this room. Draw lines between the outer towers and what do you
have?”


Phinneas put a hand on Elias’s shoulder. “A six sided star, but
what does it mean?”


“It’s the same with the inner spires—another six sided star
with this throne room at the center, just as House Denar is the central star in
the coat of arms. That’s why Sarad chose this room. This entire palace is a
colossal spellform, set inside another spellform, with the outer and inner
walls drawing the circle, and the throne room is the center of it all.”


“Impressive, professor,” Danica said, “but as we’re all
about to buy the distillery how does this help us?”


“The spell I used to bind Sarad’s magic is based on the
principle of empyrean geometry.”


“Sacred geometry?” Phinneas said, naming the ancient Eurinthian
school of thought. “It’s held as just a myth by modern arcanists.”


“It’s no myth,” said Elias. “My father’s lessons began and
ended with empyrean geometry.” He stepped into the center of Sarad’s spellform
and raised his sword to the skylight. He hoped that his sword had absorbed
enough power, and that enough remained in his own dwindling stores, to complete
what he had in mind. “Step clear of the circle. I’m going to bind the Scarlet
Hand.”


Elias spoke the words of binding again, the ancient incantation
bubbling up from his subconscious mind. The words at once drove him into the
center of the void, a quasi trance state where all things he had ever learned
were known to him. A beam of white energy erupted from his sword and shot into
the night, where it disappeared into the black, untold reaches of the sky.


Ogden’s wall flickered under an arcane assault from the
Scarlet Hand, even as six lesser beams of white light split from the central
beam discharging from Elias’s sword and lit the stained glass on each of the
six spires of the inner keep of Lucerne Palace. From the spires the beams of
light crisscrossed and returned to the central pillar and thus erected a three
dimensional, six sided star of light. Elias uttered the last word of binding. “Thus
do I bind the Scarlet Hand!” he cried, his voice charged with the otherworldly
resonance of the Deep Arcanum.


Elias lowered his sword, which was now spent of all arcane
energy it had absorbed from Sarad’s ritual. A hush fell over the chamber as the
queen’s party vacillated between gaping at Elias and the monumental, glittering
star of light that hung over the skylight, bright as a midday sun. As one, they
turned their attention to the throne room entrance as Ogden’s wall dispelled
with a crash of sparks.


Elias remained in position in the center of the spell-circle
as the first of the Scarlet Hand stepped into the throne room, motioning for
the others to hold their positions. “That’s quite far enough,” Elias said.


“You’re in no position to make demands, Marshal,” said a
tall Handsman with oiled hair and the caramel skin of the warrior tribes of
Aradur. “There are three-score swords at my back. You are to be applauded for
your rout of Lord Mirengi, but it was no less than he deserved for his lax
judgment. It will go better for you if you surrender peaceably. You cannot hope
to stand against so many.”


Elias glared at the Handsman but remained stock still. He
knew that their fates and that of Galacia hinged on his performance now, even
as he felt so drained from his momentous arcane workings that he could hardly
keep himself from swaying on his feet, for though the Hand’s power was bound,
so many could indeed overpower the queen’s party. “You Handsmen keep on saying
that to me, and yet here I stand. Again.” He opened his hands and snorted. “What
say you, Your Highness? Do we surrender?”


“Not ever,” said Eithne who stood to her fullest height,
and, affecting all the regality of a woman who had lived thirty years under the
royal roof of House Denar, glided across the throne room to stand by Elias’s
side. The rest of the party fell into position and formed a line across the
center of the chamber.


“There you have it,” said Elias. He felt Danica’s
surreptitious hand on the small of his back, for she sensed his faltering
strength and lent him her support.


The lieutenant responded by raising a hand, and, on cue,
four Handsman fanned out behind him and followed suit. Bursts of puce magical
energy formed before their hands and then fizzled into a stutter of sparks. The
Handsman exchanged bewildered glances.


With a casual flick of his wrist Elias cast out a ripple of force
energy, visible in the air like the disturbance in a pond caused by a skipping
stone. The lieutenant was ripped from his feet and sailed through the air and
down the long hallway, bowling over his compatriots and then bouncing off the
far wall, whereupon he went still as a sack of grain. “Your power is broken and
quite beyond your reach,” Elias said with a cold thunder in his voice.


The Hand’s formation shifted and another man took point. He
drew his scimitar and took a cautious step toward the queen’s party, his sword
raised in a high guard. As the light from the golden star above fell upon him,
the black steel of his blade shivered and dissolved into ash.


Elias did not raise his voice but it gathered gravity and
echoed down the hall and through the inner keep with tenacious, insistent
power. “Even your dark-tempered steel will not avail you here, sons of the
Scarlet Hand. Take your lives and flee this land before I repeal my oath to not
put to the sword disarmed enemies.”


The Lieutenant threw down the hilt of his ruined sword and
began to speak. “You may have won thi—” he began before Elias sighed and
flicked his wrist again, and the new point-man followed his predecessor down
the hall on a gale of arcane wind.


The Scarlet Hand’s ranks broke like a black tide upon a
lighthouse dam. Elias stood fast in the center of the spell-circle and watched
as the enemy fled. When the last of them disappeared, Elias exhaled the breath
he had been holding since his father and Asa had died three months ago at Midsummer’s.
His knees buckled, but Danica and Lar were there to catch him.


“I can’t believe it,” Danica said, her green eyes smiling.


“Dad buried his lessons deep, but well,” Elias said as his
vision blurred.


Danica’s eyes too grew wet. “No,” she said, “I can’t believe
you solved that puzzle with the star. You almost failed geometry!”


For the first time in many, many moons the throne room of
Galacia filled with laughter.


Elsewhere in Peidra, citizens from swaddling babe to wizened
elder, were drawn from their slumber by a golden light raining from the
heavens. One by one, from pauper to high lord, they peered out their bedroom
windows to see the star of Galacia hanging over Lucerne Palace, the ancient
symbol on the heraldry of House Denar, and the herald of a new dawn.









Epilogue


First Marshal


Elias was amazed by how quickly Peidra returned to business
as usual once Sarad and his minions had been defeated. For the common folk,
seeing the star of House Denar lighting the night sky like a midnight sun was
enough to convince them of the legitimacy of the queen’s return. Galacians,
ever a pragmatic people—fostered Elias supposed by its tenuous position in the
center of a continent that seemed too small for all its hungry nations, and thus
no stranger to war—were content to leave magic to the arcanists and government
to queen and council as long as their sons were kept safe and bread was on the
table.


As for the gentry, none were satisfied with Oberon’s brief
reign—least of all Oberon himself, who had sequestered himself in his chapel
for a stint of self reflection and prayer since his run-in with Mirengi. As for
Vachel Ogressa, he had been keeping to his townhouse and his cups, devastated,
as rumor had it, by the betrayal of his friend and confidant, Prelate Mirengi. While
that was doubtlessly true, Elias thought shame the driving factor that kept
Ogressa cloistered. That, and a lingering chagrin that he and his coconspirator
Oberon had backed the wrong horse.


Houses Mycrum and Antares had wasted no time in forming an
alliance after the queen’s disappearance. Mycrum for one had a natural distrust
of anyone not from House Mycrum and bristled at the idea of so many swords
milling about that had exclusive loyalty to House Oberon and the church. For
his part, Josua of Antares knew that foul play had occurred, particularly when
he had not been allowed to view his niece’s body. As Oberon had withdrawn from
the public eye, their combined forces easily reassumed control over the
Blackshields and Galacian Regulars after the queen’s return. As for Rabidine,
the somber air that pervaded the capital since the queen’s disappearance more
than convinced him to receive the return of his monarch with open arms.


Captain Blackwell, who had been taken alive with the queen’s
party, and momentarily forgotten in Treacher’s Tower, was well-loved by the Red
and Whiteshields, and quickly reasserted authority over them in conjunction
with House Mycrum and Antares. He, along with several other valorous
individuals, had been honored in a ceremony in the throne room, followed by a
reception in the great hall.


The queen spared no expense or pomp, for she wished to demonstrate
that the wealth and strength of House Denar remained intact. She declared a
Hunt Holiday the day before the ceremony, opening up the Hartwood to the gentry
and common folk alike. Overnight the kitchens worked nonstop to prepare roasted
boar and venison, summer squash and sweet corn, wild rice and mushrooms,
cornbread and honeyed sweet cakes, and every other harvest bounty imaginable.


As such, all of the gentry from Houses large and small, were
invited to Lucerne to bear witness. All came dressed in their best feast day
finery, and so cloths of silver and gold, sashes of silk and bejeweled ceremonial
swords, abounded in a veritable who’s who of Galacia.


Blackwell and many other Red and Whiteshields, those both
fallen and alive, had been named to the newly appointed Order of the Hart for
their valiant service to the crown. Not even little Seven Winters was excepted,
who received an honorific for his part in Elias’s escape along with a promise
to be taken into the Redshields when he was of age.


Elias watched the ceremony with his companions, as the queen,
resplendent in the crimson and gold of House Denar, spoke at some length about
the storm Galacia had weathered and the valor of her people. At last, she
turned to the party of companions that had aided in her escape, and served in
the secret brotherhood of the Sentinels. One by one, she summoned them up to
the throne dais to stand in a line before her, with the exception of Ogden, who
stood at her side, and would be excepted from the accommodations to protect his
identity as the Archmagus of the Sentinels.


Eithne first called Phinneas to step forward to the foot of
the dais. Phinneas cut a dashing figure with his long white hair, a collared
and silver-buttoned woolen tunic, close fitting black breeches, and knee-high
swashbuckler boots. He sketched a bow in the antiquated style, with a deep fold
from his waist and one arm thrust loosely forward.


“Good Doctor,” began the queen, “you have served Galacia
bravely, and well. You began your service under my father during the Quarter
Century War where you saved many lives with your skills both as a physician and
tactician.


“Your service to House Denar, and Galacia, continued into my
reign, and during your retirement, no less. You are a most…” the queen smiled
warmly and her hazel eyes sparkled “…unique physician and counselor. I confer
upon you the title of Magnus, so all may know of your status as the premier
crown physician and a most trusted advisor. In like spirit, I name you to the
Order of the Magi, to signify your wisdom and the strength in defending
Galacia, not with your steel but with your mind.”


Eithne nodded to Ogden who stepped forward and hung the two
medals about Phinneas’s neck, with a sly wink for his old friend. Beaming and
scarlet with pride Phinneas stepped back into line with his companions.


Next the queen called Lar forward, who had the look of a
barbarian genteel, clothed as he was in a linen shirt and a cloth of silver
waistcoat. He still marveled that the suit of clothes that Ogden presented him
with earlier in the week was worth more coin than he made in a year.


“Master Fletcher,” said the queen, “your dogged pursuit of
the enemies of Galacia and loyalty to your friends and queen, illustrate the
very best qualities in a subject, and a man. For valor in battle at great
personal sacrifice, I bestow upon you our military’s greatest honor—the Medal
of Valor, and thus name you to the elite Order Valorus.


Further, I confer upon you the rank of Marshal, being the
second newly appointed in nigh four decades, but the second of many as I plan
to restore the Marshal Order to its former glory as the arbiter of the queen’s
law.”


Ogden pinned a Marshal’s shield to Lar’s waistcoat and hung
the medal of valor about his neck. To his credit, Lar didn’t fidget under all
the attention of the gentry, even when the chamber buzzed at the queen’s pronouncement
of the reinstatement of the Marshal corps.


When Lar rejoined his companions, Eithne fixed her gaze upon
Bryn and smiled warmly. “Cousin, come forward.” Bryn was a radiant jewel in a
shimmering gown of House Denar crimson and gold, with gossamer thin straps that
did little to conceal the creamy expanse of her shoulders and throat.


“Aside from being the best of kin, Lady Denar, you have
quite literally been the pillar that has held our House aloft. You have saved
your queen’s life, and have long been well-loved by her as a sister. Now, you
shall be loved by her as her heir as well.” A tide of murmurs swept through the
throne room. “Bryn Denar, cousin of mine, daughter of Prince Vance, I name you
the Princess of Galacia, and my rightful and true heir, until such a time as I
have a child of twenty winters old. As such you have a permanent seat on the
Council of the Six, with all the rights and privileges granted a High Lord.”


The murmurs and rustling of the court redoubled, but was
promptly silenced by Blackwell, who struck a mailed fist to his ceremonial
white shield.


After Ogden passed Bryn the ceremonial scepter of the crown
regent, a platinum and gold rod capped with a fist-sized ruby, he said, “Lord
Vundi, will you approach the queen?” The gentry bristled that their queen would
elect to show such deference to a barbarian from the north, but Blackwell’s
admonishment remained fresh in their minds and they stayed silent. Agnar took a
single, long step toward the throne and bowed deeply, torchlight reflecting off
his golden hair, which was pulled back from his angular face in two long
braids.


“Lord Vundi, you are evidence not that my enemy’s enemy is
my ally, but that sometimes we find the truest of hearts in unexpected places. Despite
having been framed for an attempt on the Crown and wrongly imprisoned, you took
up the sword to defend your ancestral enemy. Once freed you could have left us
to our fate but instead you proved that the sons of Ittamar are as honorable as
they are fierce. Please accept my heartfelt gratitude,” the queen gave Ogden a
nod, who produced a scroll bound with a gold ribbon and bearing the royal seal,
“and this signed and sealed treaty of peace and trade between our two nations,
endorsed by all members of the Council of the Six.” Eithne offered Oberon and
Ogressa, who skulked in the far corner of the chamber, an arch look. The two
conspirators withered under her gaze.


“Go in peace, son of winter, but know that you are ever
welcome in summer lands.” Agnar bowed again and rejoined the party.


A hush fell over the throne room as Eithne surveyed the
entirety of her court. Most persons of note in Peidra were present, and packed
tight against each other, jockeying for a better view of the proceedings. They spilled
into the hallway beyond, and no doubt more than a few already enjoyed the
amenities of the great hall, where every variety of victuals and libations from
Galacian whiskey to Aradurian curried kabobs were laid out. At last Eithne’s
eyes rested on Elias and Danica Duana.


“The Duanas. Where to begin with the siblings whose quest
for justice delivered a nation? A star-crossed pair whose family was torn
asunder for the secrets their father carried, only to then be thrust into a
game of intrigue containing every yarn from a storybook nightmare—secret assassin
brotherhoods, fell sorcery, and a plot against the throne. Yet this was no
dime-store novel, but like heroes from one of those lurid tales they refused to
yield and overcame one impossible obstacle after another. Together they ensured
their queen escaped a coup on her throne.


“Danica, you made the greatest sacrifice of all and left
behind the last member of your family to secure your queen’s escape. Elias, you
sealed the royal wing and engaged a score of assassins disguised as marauding
Ittamar. You gave your life to fight a duel with a master necromancer, the
false Prelate, Sarad Mirengi. Yet you didn’t die, but endured imprisonment and torture
that would have broken lesser men.


“Together you stole back into an occupied palace and
destroyed the greatest evil Galacia has known in centuries. While you had help
from the other fine souls that have been honored this night, without you there
could have been no victory and the Galacia we all know and love would be but
the shadow of a memory. You have shown us that even a single flame can turn
back the blackest night.”


In a voice belied by his seemingly frail form, Ogden boomed,
“Danica Duana, Elias Duana, come forward and take a knee before your queen.”


Elias, dressed in his full Marshal regalia, and Danica, clad
in the white habit of a physician, stepped forward as one and knelt before the
throne. Captain Blackwell strode to the edge of the dais and presented Eithne
with a silvered dueling saber, uncommonly long of blade and with the stag of
House Denar embossed on the ricasso.


“In the days of old,” continued the queen, “valiant and
uncommon individuals whose selfless service and devotion to a cause higher than
themselves were honored with knighthood. It is time that tradition was
restored.” The queen took the sword from Blackwell and held it aloft in both
hands. She tapped Danica on one shoulder and then the next. “With the Sword of
Denar I knight thee, and name you high protector of the realm. Rise Sir Danica
Duana.”


The queen followed in kind by knighting Elias and then said,
“Sir Danica, you may rejoin your party.”


Danica bowed, and wearing a wry smile returned to stand by
Lar’s side. Eithne stepped down from the dais and stood on even ground with
Elias, and a great gasp went through the chamber and hall beyond, for it was
unheard of for royalty to approach a subject in this manner in a formal
setting.


“Sir Elias. Marshal Duana. Warrior. Wizard. Savior of
Galacia. I wonder if you return to the township of your birth, will people be
able to figure out what in Agia to call you?” The queen smiled and candidly met
Elias’s eyes. Her voice grew soft and those assembled strained to hear her
words. “You are all these things, and more. Most of all you are my creditor,
for surely I, and Galacia, are in your debt.”


Phinneas felt Bryn stiffen by his side and he touched her
hand, for she had realized the tragic truth he had come to understand weeks ago—the
queen loved Elias.


Eithne resumed her position on the royal dais. “In addition
to knight of the realm, I name you First Marshal of Galacia. Let it be known
that there is no law higher than Sir Marshal Duana, save that of the queen
herself. Let it also be remembered,” she added with another significant look at
Oberon and Ogressa, “that House Denar always settles its debts. In full.”


The queen’s features softened. “Now, let the celebration
commence.”


The gentry required no more prodding than that, and after the
queen swept through the narrow channel of crimson velvet kept clear in the
center of the throne room, they hurriedly filed into the great hall.


In honor of her friends from Knoll Creek, Eithne hired a
stringed quartet proficient in the twangy, upbeat style popular in the southern
duchies. While a fair part of the gentry turned their noses up initially, after
a few drams of knoll whiskey even the haughtiest courtiers from House Oberon
began to dance and tap their feet, excepting Oberon himself, who sat alone in
his cups.


Elias, for his part, felt content, but his was a happiness
that slept with sadness. His heart still cracked for his father, and yearned
for Asa, yet he found satisfaction in the knowledge that they were at peace as,
at long last, was he. Though Padraic Duana was gone, Elias realized he had
finally come to know his father, the man who had given up his sword and his standing
to live a quiet life in anonymity with the ones he loved.


Nor, he found, could he take any pleasure in Sarad’s demise,
for when he looked back on that dark architect, he felt only pity. The evil of
the Scarlet Hand cast a shadow that darkened far more than his small doorstep,
and in a way Sarad had been as much a victim as he. The tapestry wove on around
him, and despite him, for he was but a small thread supporting a greater image.


In his heart, however, Elias feared that while they had
foiled the Hand, House Senestrati was still out there, on some distant
continent, sharpening their teeth, yet burning with an unnatural hunger. They
had waited millennia to sow their vengeance, so what was another handful of
years to them, or even the reign of a single monarch?


“Deep in thought, while there’s revelry to be had, Star of
Galacia?”


Elias turned from his musings to find Bryn had snuck up to
him, so close that he could feel the heat of her. “What’s this, then?” he asked.


“Star of Galacia is only the most recent of your many
monikers, Sir Marshal,” Bryn said with trademark sarcasm, but her words were
belied by her broad grin and sparkling eyes. “It’s on account of the magic star
you summoned to drive out the evil doers. It’s enough to make people believe in
magic again.”


“Oh.” Elias took off his hat. “It’s getting rather warm in
here.”


Bryn’s grin melted and her lips pressed into a spare, coy
smile. She looked up at him with lazy, yet smoldering eyes. “Is it? I hadn’t
noticed.”


“Sir Marshal Duana,” said Ronald, Oberon’s cousin and
attendant, who had approached unawares to the engrossed pair.


Elias clapped the young courtier on the shoulder. “Ronald, I
am glad to find you well.”


Ronald bowed his head and dropped to a knee. “Sir Marshal
Duana, I do hereby pledge myself to you and to the service of Galacia.”


Elias exchanged a perplexed glance with Bryn and said at
once, “For God’s sake, man, stand up! What in Agia are you on about?”


Ronald complied, but kept his right fist pressed to his
heart in salute. “Sir, I studied my military history well. The First Marshal has
absolute authority over the order, and as such it is your right to appoint and
vest initiate Marshals and swear them in.”


“You,” Elias said, leaving the implied, a son of House
Oberon, unsaid, “wish to be a Marshal? But why?” He glanced at Bryn, who offered
him only a shrug and a crooked, bemused smile.


“Because you have taught me, and a great many others, what the
true meaning of nobility is.” Ronald turned aside and Elias saw that the reedy
youth was but the first of many, as a line of courtiers, guardsman of every
rank, and even members of the household staff stretched out behind him.


Ronald bowed his head. “That and you were kind to me once,
even though you had no cause to be.” Ronald’s voice grew small. “Because of my
station no one has ever treated me with anything but fear, or derision. House
Oberon is not well-loved, even among her allies.”


Elias loosed a deep sigh, but he smiled as he shook his head
to himself. He placed both hands on Ronald’s shoulders and gave him a gentle
shake. “Very well, Marshal Initiate Ronald. You are hereby accepted into the
Marshal corps. We’ll figure out the swearing in later.”


Ronald beamed and held himself to his full height. “Thank-you,
First Marshal, sir. You won’t regret this, sir!”


“Your first order of business, Initiate,” Elias said with a
nod to the throng behind the courtier, “is to secure mine and Lady Denar’s
escape.”


“Aye, sir!” Ronald saluted before turning about with arms
outspread to contain the mass of men and women behind him.


Elias took Bryn by the hand, and led the laughing princess
on a zigzag course across the dance floor. Their mad dash deposited them by one
of many bay windows that lined the outer wall of the room. A brisk autumn
breeze swept into the room and scattered the loose tresses of auburn hair that
hung about Bryn’s face.


“What’s your plan now, sir?” said a breathless Bryn, color
high on her cheeks.


Elias leaned against the window sill and looked out on the royal
gardens. “I’ve given some thought to returning home, putting up the sword—at
least for a time.”


Bryn examined her slippered feet and when she looked back up
at him her eyes shone wet. “The queen will be disappointed to hear that.” She
smiled ruefully. “As will Initiate Ronald. But what I meant was, what is your
plan for the present? Do you intend to flee your admirers all night?”


“I’ve had about all the admiring I can take for one night.” Elias
brushed a tress of hair from Bryn’s throat, and his fingers lingered a moment
on her bare shoulder. He thought back to an indistinct dream he had before
waking from a fitful sleep that morning. Few details remained to him, but he
recalled sitting with Asa on her father’s porch back in Knoll Creek. He awoke
to discover that her engagement ring had slipped from the chain that hung around
his neck during the night.


“It’s a nice night,” Elias observed as he surveyed the sparsely
populated balcony and the spiral staircase that led to the gardens.


“I do believe you are correct, sir,” said Bryn with a mock
curtsey.


Elias held out his hand. “Come, Lady,” he said, “and walk a
while with me.”


The
End


Has your trip to Galacia proven too
short? Well then, stay in touch. Whether a comment, question, or a review I
look forward to hearing from you via my website.


http://empyreanchronicle.com


And don't forget to preview book 2 of The
Empyrean Chronicle, Wayfarer, now for sale.


http://www.amazon.com/dp/B00H1JWSFS


Find The
Empyrean Chronicle on Facebook and on Twitter:


https://www.facebook.com/empyreanchronicle


https://twitter.com/PatrickSiana


If you enjoyed Reckoning please
consider reviewing on Amazon. I look forward to your comments!


http://amzn.to/1azs3cw


If you'd like to stay up-to-date about
new releases and special offers, subscribe to my mailing list:


http://eepurl.com/MFwkz
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