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Prologue

 

 

 

“O-ho, dear one, there’s always a price for favors such as you ask,” Mother Safi said across the rough-hewn table. She sat beyond the candle’s pool of dim light, knotted fingers stroking a weasel curled on the table, her cracked yellow nails rustling through the vermin’s fur.

“A price, you say?” Wina asked, trying in vain to hold her breath. The hovel’s varied stenches were made all the more oppressive by the heat rising off the coals on the hearth behind the old woman. At the edge of sight, in every corner of the room, shapes flitted in the murk. She felt the weight of eyes and unkind intentions upon her, but could not pinpoint the source. I never should have come here.

But she had come and made her request. Turning back was no longer a choice. Lady Mylene and those still alive at Ravenhold were counting on her to return with a cure. Would that she had been able to retrieve a remedy for the plague from anyone else, but none could heal such maladies as Mother Safi. And if the old woman demanded a price, it must be met. But what price?

Mother Safi seemed to read her thoughts. “Of course there’s a price, girl. Compassion and generosity can no fill the bellies of my wee ones, now, can they?”

Wina’s tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth when she caught the weasel staring at her. Intelligence shone from its blood-red eyes, a knowledge far greater than a lowly animal should possess. She swallowed, wishing for a cool drink to cut the dryness from her throat.

“Have you no answer for Mother Safi?” the crone inquired, tone light, cajoling. She shifted her considerable bulk, making the chair creak and groan.

Wina dragged her gaze from the weasel to the pocket of darkness concealing Mother Safi. How does the woman stay hidden? Candlelight bathed the length and breadth of the table and its litter of arcane objects and devices, bundled herbs; its arrays of rounded flasks filled with bubbling and noxious fluids of every lethal hue, assorted skulls, and other things, those that did not bear considering. Mayhap the shadows clinging to Mother Safi were some trick, akin to those she used to play on the children of Ravenhold, back before Lord Gafford had sent her off, some twenty years ago? Mother Safi, folk said of her even now, had always been one for devilishly elaborate pranks. Now Lord Gafford had gone to bones in his tomb, and Lady Mylene could turn to no one else, save Mother Safi.

“So, child, will your precious compassion fill a belly?” Mother Safi asked again, all her former wheedling gentleness absent. “Answer, or be gone.”

“Perhaps not of its own accord,” Wina said, struggling to keep her voice steady, “but compassion of the heart can guide the hand that provides food.” She wondered at these ‘wee ones’ Mother Safi had mentioned. Surely a woman of her years could not bear children. “Trust that if you require food for recompense, why, Lady Mylene will gratefully fill your larder.”

“My larder?” Mother Safi swept the weasel aside, and thrust her face full into the candlelight. Milky spittle flecked her lips, more wetted her chin. “Think you to trade breath and promises for healing magic? Think you Mother Safi is so unwise to trade a bite of bread for such power as I can give … or is it your mistress who judges me the fool?” As she spoke, the fingers of one hand curled into a fist, nails digging into her palm. A single drop of blood squeezed out and fell to the tabletop.

Stark terror froze Wina. Outwardly, she remained composed. 

As if challenged by Wina’s false calm, Mother Safi loomed nearer, a wrinkled hag rumored to have lived three lifetimes, each and every day of those lives bitter and torturous. Yet hers was more than an ugliness of creases, rheumy eyes, and bones ancient and bent. Within her lay cruelty sheathed in spite.

Wina mustered courage enough to speak. “’Tis known within Ravenhold, the Tanglewood, and all through the Iron Marches, you are no fool,” she said evenly. “And but for urgent need, I would not have come at all … for ‘tis also known that you do not idly suffer guests. As to prices, speak your desire, and what is within my strength and authority to give, I shall make it so.”

“Shall you, indeed?” Mother Safi’s fingers tightened, making a second drop of blood join the first.

Wina grimaced, feeling those fingers at her throat, wrapping tight. But that could not be. Surely not. It was just one of Safi’s tricks. “Give me the cure I seek to end the plague and restore the sick,” Wina said, unable to speak above a fearful whisper, “and….” She faltered, struggling to add her mistress’ sole condition. She had to say it, for things must be clear between Mother Safi and the people of Ravenhold. “Fill our need, and after it has proven its worth, you shall be compensated.”

“Service before reward, is that the way of it?”

Wina drew herself up. “That’s Lady Mylene’s price.” Mother Safi’s bland expression revealed nothing. Wina feared she had gone too far, but then the old witch spoke.

“Very well, child. I will cure Ravenhold.” With her bloody hand, Mother Safi picked up a wolf’s skull resting between them. Tipping it, she shook vigorously. Besides flaky bits of dried flesh and a few hairs, an amulet and chain rattled out of the eye socket, and dropped onto the table.

“That is your cure?” Wina said in disbelief. The chain was silver, but so tarnished as to be mostly black. The eight-sided amulet, with a black gemstone at its heart, had been crudely fashioned from some dark gray ore. Spidery inscriptions encircled the edge.

“It is but the choicest of many possible cures,” Mother Safi corrected, catching the blemished chain with an obvious measure of caution, and lifting it to swing between them.

“If it works as you say,” Wina said, reaching out to take the amulet, “then I thank you beforehand.”

Mother Safi drew the amulet out of reach. “This is no bauble to be passed about on a whim!” The tip of her tongue darted over rotten nubs of teeth, flicked out to lap at the pale drool coating her lips, and retreated, a fat pink worm wriggling back into its hole. She brought the amulet near again. The dark gemstone trapped the candlelight, drew it deep within itself, and there murdered it. “Such a device craves and hungers, child. Even now, it seeks its own prices… Can you meet the demand?”

Wina gagged at the unmistakable pressure building around her neck. She reached up to pull away the witch’s fingers, but Mother Safi was not close enough to touch her. Wina’s nostrils flared, her mouth fell open for a breath that would not come. Her chest began to burn.

Mother Safi leaned closer, an excited leer stretching her lips. “Long have I desired to see Ravenhold fall for Lord Gafford’s betrayal. Long have I waited for recompense. Not in bread and cabbages, you foolish chit … but in blood. And so blood is the price I demand, and blood I shall have—yours, and all those who fester and rot behind the towering walls of Ravenhold. By my strength and authority, I have made it so.”

Wina’s eyes went wide. In shock she found a wild, desperate strength, and drew a gulp of air. “You set plague upon us?”

Mother Safi cackled madly. “O-ho, it does so bless my heart that you have come begging succor from the very one who afflicted you.” She fell into another fit of braying laughter.

As if drawn to that hellish mirth, the weasel clawed its way back onto the table and sat up on its haunches, red eyes fixed on Wina.

Wina’s throat squeezed shut, her eyes bulged. She clawed her neck, trying to rip off the nothingness that had taken hold of her.

“It will be over in a moment, child,” the witch said, grinning broadly. “Just a moment more, and my wee ones can feast upon a sweet dinner spiced with fear, and made tender with pain.”

Flaring spots dimmed behind Wina’s eyes, weakness washed over her. Her hands fluttered to her lap, the edge of one striking a hard shape. What … what is that? She slumped forward, and Mother Safi beckoned her to lay down her head. When her cheek bumped the rough tabletop, the shape under her hand dug into her belly, and she remembered. If she could only … she might be able to.… But no … so tired.

“Sleep, child,” Mother Safi crooned.

The weasel got down on four black paws and crept toward Wina. Its grinning teeth glinted in the candlelight, its nose twitched eagerly. It’ll eat my eyes first … next my lips.

Wina’s eyes fluttered shut, and the unseen hands around her neck gradually released their hold. A trickle of air seeped down her throat, easing the fire within her breast. If not for her last thought, a single breath would not have mattered, but too easily she could see the old hag laughing over her corpse, drawing a rusted blade from under her sackcloth robes, using it to quarter her like a lamb, tossing those bloody chunks into an iron crock. Or will her wee ones eat me raw?

Her next breath, deeper and stronger, fanned rising horror. “No,” she gasped.

“Eh?” Mother Safi said, startled.

Wina’s eyes opened to find the weasel had come within an inch of her, its needle teeth white and sharp and poised to sink into her flesh—

With a cry, Wina sat bolt upright and batted the foul creature aside. It gave a hissing squeal, as it flew into the darkness. Wina paid it no more mind than she did Mother Safi’s astonished squawk.

The hard shape at her waist filled her hand, and she tore the belt knife free of its sheath. Bright steel flashed between her and Mother Safi. Wina felt a brief tug of resistance as steel tore through old wrinkled skin, muscle, sinew. The witch toppled back, one hand clutched to the growing necklace of blood spurting from the folds of her neck. Before the hag could fall out of reach, Wina snatched the Wight Stone, the salvation of Ravenhold.

The rickety chair creaked under Mother Safi’s immense backside, burst to kindling, and dumped her to the floor. Making bubbly retching noises, one flailing hand raised against another attack, Mother Safi failed to notice that the edge of her roughspun robe had fallen upon the coals on the hearth. The coarse fabric smoked, then flashed ablaze, as if she had been doused in oil. In seconds, the witch became a shrieking pyre. Seconds more, and the back wall of the hovel was burning with her.

Wina thrust the amulet down her bodice, its cool touch against her skin filling her with a sense of purpose and excitement. Ravenhold would be saved! As she spun to leave, a furious racket erupted in a corner where the room’s shadows gathered thickest. Howls and screams raved within that swirling darkness, as if a pair of frost leopards were tearing at each other.

Wina crashed against the plank door, ripping it half off its hinges. Her bone-white palfrey waited at the porch rail. She yanked the reins free, and bounded into the saddle. A prod from her heels jumped the mare into a gallop. They raced across a meadow, then down off the mountain following a twisting, rocky trail that would lead her to Ravenhold.

As the moonlit Tanglewood embraced horse and rider, the thatched roof of Mother Safi’s hovel fell in with a whoosh of sparks and leaping flames. Wina thought she heard an enraged scream, but told herself it was only the rush of wind in her ears.

Chapter 1

 

 

 

Something was hunting them, using the chill mists to steal closer. Be it man or beast, Rathe did not know, but he felt its nearness in his gut, same as he felt the cold damp of the Gyntor Mountains on his cheeks. In more hospitable realms, summer reigned. Here, patches of winter snow yet lingered.

Oblivious that Rathe had reined in, Loro rode on, grumbling under his deep hood, the hooves of his mount scraping and knocking over the trail’s rocky surface. His complaining faded into the distance, and quiet fell over the forest. 

Rathe drew back his hood, peered around, listening for any furtive sound. High mountain evergreens grew thick as dog hair right up to the trail, sometimes leaning over it. Sluggish white fog eddied through gray-black tree trunks, concealing anything beyond twenty paces. The fog had been a constant companion since he and Loro had escaped into the mountains, one short step ahead of men who would earn their gold whether he and Loro were brought back intact, or headless.

Despite the rising sense of danger, nothing worrisome showed itself. Rathe’s fingers danced over his sword hilt, a restless drumming. He preferred using a bow to keep threats at bay, but the relentless wet had already fouled one bowstring. Ruining another served no end. He searched the mountainside above the trail, found a stubby spine of rock littered with boulders. From there, he might be able to see more.

Breath steaming, Rathe dismounted, tied his horse to a clump of scraggly brush. The sturdy gray gelding gave him a curious look. Rathe patted its neck, then started upslope, leaving the horse to graze on what little it could find.

The lightest touch against drooping branches sent cold water raining down over Rathe’s head and shoulders, wetting the few parts of him that remained dry. The climb warmed stiff muscles, if not much else. The cold of the Gyntors had a way of sinking deep into your bones, stealing heat and hope. Rathe ignored discomforts, as he scrambled over root and rock, using tree trunks to pull himself up when the way grew too steep.

He went still at the base of the outcrop. Other than Loro, now rounding a bend farther up the path, he saw nothing. The flutter deep in his belly persisted. After spending a fortnight running from men who wanted to steal his life for reward, he had to assume danger waited at every turn.

Unseen ravens croaked far overhead, calls muted. Only at night did they depart. Doubtless the birds were waiting for some grave ill to befall him or Loro. He had watched ravens and crows and vultures at work on scores of battlefields, first plucking out the eyes of the dead, before moving on to other tender bits. He did not begrudge such creatures their appetites. Neither did he care to fill their gullets with bits of himself.

Careful to remain behind cover, Rathe climbed up and around the outcrop, then crept through the boulders until he could look down on the trail. He glanced at his horse, almost lost within the screen of misted trees. The gray munched contentedly, sharing none of Rathe’s concerns.

Preparing to turn back, Rathe froze when a dark figure glided swiftly and silently across the trail. He could almost believe he had imagined it, but the mist swirled where the shape had slipped across the path. A spidery prickle crawled up his spine. Shadows disturbed fearful hearts, not mist.

Rathe drew his sword, the whisper of steel clearing leather loud in the dead still. He stole back down the hillside, coming out on the trail a few paces from where he had seen the figure. The gray stamped restively, snorted a blast of steam, went back to grazing. Curtains of fog meandered down the mountainside and into the forest. Nothing else moved.

The longer Rathe studied the surroundings, the more he began to doubt he had seen anything. What seemed the shapes of kneeling men became rocks, as the fog continued its slow march. A horse’s legs became four crooked birches at the last twist in the path.

“Would you test your blade against mine, Scorpion?” The question seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.

Despite the sudden hammering of his heart, Rathe’s voice remained steady. “Show yourself, and I’ll oblige you.”

“Are you fearless, or foolish?” The unseen man’s thin voice was confident and cultured, smooth as oil.

Rathe spun, sure the speaker waited at his back. Mist churned, moisture dripped, but no enemy showed himself. “I am curious,” he admitted, eyes marking every hazed outline. “If you know the name Scorpion, you’re either an admirer, or seeking the bounty for my head. Which is it?”

“It is said you are a courageous man, unequaled with sword or bow. This must be so, for you to have so long held the honor, Champion of Cerrikoth.” He laughed, voice dripping incredulity. “Of course, lesser men oft sling garlands of praise round the necks of false heroes. I would see for myself if you are so great a warrior, or if you are but a fanciful illusion conjured by lesser men.”

A stiff grin turned Rathe’s lips, as he turned to face the speaker. “Envy is a heavy burden, friend. Let me take that wearisome yoke from you.”

“So eager for your heart to beat its last?” the man asked, now behind Rathe.

Rathe whirled. How can a man move so quickly and quietly? The only answer was that he did not face a man. Old stories held that the Gyntors were mountains steeped in blood and pain and dread, a gathering place of haunts and undying evil.

When Rathe spoke this time, a faint tremor of unease tinged his words. “I am not one to enjoy witless games. Whether you seek gold or fame, show yourself, and be done with this farce.”

A low rustling turned Rathe again. A shimmering smear of darkness flitted near, at one with the mist, yet apart from it. His sword flashed to meet a slashing blade forged of night. His parry hissed through empty air. The looming shadow swarmed around him. As he twisted, a gentle tug sliced his jerkin. An inch deeper, and he would have found himself tripping through his own guts. Where the shadow had been, a milky whirl of fog took its place.

He turned full circle, seeking, finding nothing. Despite the cold, his palm began to sweat against the sword hilt. Laughter and another ripping tug, this one across his back, spun him once more. All was still, his assailant invisible. 

“Fear, Scorpion—”

A cut to Rathe’s shoulder whipped him round.

“—hones a man—”

Another strike brought a line of fire behind his knee.

“—to his sharpest.”

Rathe looped around, blindly hacking frosted air, hitting nothing, a bellow of rage burning his throat. Panting, he pressed his spine to a slab of rock leaning over the trail.

“You are but a blunted edge.” The man’s voice saturated the fog, making it impossible to pinpoint him. “Trust that I will refine you, friend.” Disdainful laughter … faded … and was gone.

For a long time, Rathe moved only his eyes, fear an iron spike ruthlessly digging through his skull. His rival did not show himself again.

With a seething oath, Rathe scabbarded his sword. Shaking fingers then parted a handful of slices in the dark wool of his cloak, the leather of his jerkin. Only the cut at the back of his knee, a mere scratch, had drawn blood. Any of the attacks could have left him severely wounded. Or dead. He had faced his own demise before and often, but never had an opponent toyed with him, made him look inept.

“I do not fear you, or any man!” he called. He received no response, and wondered, for a second time, if the enemy was a man at all. He saw no reason to wait around and find out.

Soon after mounting and cantering along the trail, Rathe slowed the gray beside Loro. Still protesting everything under the sun, the man gave no indication that he had noticed Rathe’s absence.

For now, Rathe kept his lips sealed about what he had seen and fought. No point adding to Loro’s grievances. After they crossed the mountains would be soon enough. But first there was the matter of escaping the Gyntor’s rugged peaks and plunging valleys, a possibility that seemed to grow more distant the farther they rode.

Chapter 2

 

 

 

The Blue Piper Inn was no fit place for a lady of station, but then, Lady Nesaea had never claimed noble birth. As the mistress of the Maidens of the Lyre, the title provided her an air of mystery. And, even at a flophouse like the Blue Piper, the term Lady ensured better payment for her and the Maidens.

After finishing a humorous telling of Princess in the Mire, she retired from the makeshift stage, nothing more than a pair of long trestle tables jammed together and shoved against the back wall of the smoky common room. Lifting the hem of her modest linen dress to negotiate the stepstool revealed her ankles, earning cheerful catcalls from the men, and smoldering glares from the whores. Nesaea smiled at all, used to both reactions.

Krysala took her place, a nubile blonde whose voice could bring joy or sorrow to the hardest warrior’s heart. Not waiting for the cheers to subside, she strummed the dulcimer on her lap, and began a jaunty rendition of A Pilgrim and the Toad. Claps and foot stomping arose at once.

Smiling to herself, Nesaea wended through the throng. Before she reached the bar, a lanky man with stringy hair and a drunken sheen in his eye stopped her.

“Never heard tha’ tale told so well.” He leaned forward, gusting ale fumes into Nesaea’s face. “Mayhap you can tell it again, jus’ to me.” To make his point clearer, his gaze flickered to the stairs leading up to the inn’s second floor, where there were rooms for rent.

“You mistake me,” Nesaea said pleasantly.

He held up a hand, grimy fingers clutching a silver penny. “M’ coin no good enough for you?”

Nesaea’s smile remained, but her violet eyes went cold. Some mistook her troupe for traveling courtesans, or, rather, hoped they were. She found the assumption intolerable, but usually accepted it with grace. Tonight, in this rundown sty, and coming from this scoundrel, she did not feel so generous. “Keep your coin, and go find a willing sow to rut with.”

Grumbling curses, the man made to tuck the penny back in his pocket. He missed. It bounced on the floor and rolled out of sight, amid thumping feet. The sot might seek it come dawn, but would likely believe he had drank it away.

Nesaea tried to skirt past the fool, but he abruptly caught hold of one of her breasts, holding her in place with a painful squeeze. He leered through brown teeth, leaned close. “Be a good lil’ slut, an’ come to my room, or I’ll know the reason why.”

“Here’s your reason why.” Nesaea jabbed the point of her belt knife against the man’s crotch. His yellowed eyes went wide, but he squeezed harder. Nesaea ignored the pain and pressed the blade deeper, its razor-edged steel parting the man’s filthy leather trousers. 

“Unhand me,” she said evenly, “or I’ll clip your precious fruits, and stuff them down your throat until you gag.”

He cut her loose. To make sure he understood the unsteady ground he stood upon, she poked the blade hard against his loins. With a squawk, the drunkard backpedaled, tripped and fell on his backside, scrambled up, and fled. Those who noticed his wild flight bellowed laughter.

Just a pretty girl in a sea of rowdy carousing, Nesaea calmly tucked away her knife. She made for her original destination, passing two men arm-wrestling over a fat coin purse. Shouts and waving tankards urged them on. Nesaea stepped nimbly to avoid flying gobbets of foamy ale, slapped away pawing hands, and held her breath against rank clouds of pipe smoke mingling with the stink of the unwashed.

Most of her troupe sat around a table near the front doors, each waiting their turn at providing the night’s entertainment. Clean and well-dressed, they stood out as unassuming flowers in a field of weeds, each selected for beauty as much as for skill in dancing, music, and storytelling. Flowers they might appear, charming to a fault, but they were each of them deadly, trained in the bloody arts of war by Nesaea and the older Maidens. A realm might exist that favorably treated the meek and vulnerable, but Nesaea had yet to find it. Until she did, she demanded that her girls knew how to defend themselves.

Bald and stout, the innkeeper Master Rigo greeted her at the bar. His florid jowls quivered with joy. “A fine evening! Gods, I cannot thank you enough for coming to the Blue Piper. Wine, milady?”

“If you please.” Nesaea slid onto a high stool.

The innkeeper ducked his bulk behind the bar, popped up a moment later with a brimming cup of house wine. Nesaea sipped the sweet blend, dropped a pair of coppers on the bar.

Master Rigo pushed the coins back with a happy wink. “Your Maidens have earned their keep ten times over.” He swabbed a nonexistent spot with a clean rag, then tucked it into the apron tied about his ample belly.

There were two more inns and half a dozen taverns in the riverside village of Cliffbrook, all as rundown as the Blue Piper. Nesaea had chosen the place because Master Rigo seemed intent to make the best of what he had. Stains marred the rolling wooden floor, but he kept it swept clean. Rusted iron chandeliers hung from sagging rafters, but the serving girls kept the wicks trimmed on the candles, and did not allow the dripping wax to build up and hang like globs of melted cheese. The windows were scrubbed clean, no matter that they looked out on a street packed tight with parked merchant wagons.

The innkeeper looked from Krysala to Nesaea. “Don’t expect I can talk you into staying on a few days, mayhap a week?”

“We Maidens never stay in one place so long,” Nesaea demurred.

Master Rigo’s face fell. Just as quickly, he brightened. “If your travels ever bring you near to Cliffbrook again, you and your girls are more than welcome at the Blue Piper. Free food and wine, if you return.”

“My thanks,” Nesaea said.

Master Rigo bobbed his head, then bustled off to serve another customer.

Nesaea leaned on the bar, a finger tracing old scars in the bloodwood slab. She did not expect to ever venture so close to the Shadow Road again, or the Gyntor Mountains. Southern Qairennor, Trem, Unylle were all territories more to her liking. And the earnings were better. After what had happened at Fortress Hilan, all that with Lord Sanouk and the demon-god he had treated with, this part of the world had lost what little appeal it held for her.

She shivered, recalling the cramped tomb Sanouk had sealed her into, while deadly potions gnawed at her mind and rotted her insides. Dark sorcery had given Sanouk a resistance to all the poisons that afflicted her. Others had been trapped with her in those lightless catacombs, each condemned to suffer a different form of death in order to safeguard the outcast brother to the King of Cerrikoth. Most had escaped. A few had not. Had it not been for Rathe, Nesaea might still be there, forever held between life and death, slowly overcome by madness wrought by perpetual agony.

Thinking of him soured her mood. Rathe had saved her, then left her with that jumped-up chit, Erryn of Valdar. The self-styled Queen of the North had quickly found her power, and with it the boldness to pursue a man whose heart belonged to another. At least, that had been the way Nesaea saw it. With men like Rathe, you never could tell.

“Rathe, a king?” Nesaea scoffed under her breath, recalling Erryn’s clumsy attempt to get Rathe into her bed. Nesaea gulped the last of her wine, knowing she was being unfair. Rathe had, after all, denied the girl’s ridiculous offer. In the end, he had done what he thought best, drawing those who hunted him away from Valdar and Erryn, but also away from her. And I let him go.

“She’s come far,” Fira said, hopping onto a stool.

“Who?” Nesaea asked, glad for the distraction. She had promised herself not to think about Rathe. Fira always helped distract her, save those times when the fire-haired woman got too deep in her cups, and started lamenting Loro’s absence. Just what the woman saw in Rathe’s vulgar companion remained a mystery, but her strange affection oft brought a smile to Nesaea’s lips.

“Krysala, of course,” Fira said.

“I suppose.”

“You suppose? Gods, when we found her, she was nothing but a grubby waif, scurrying about the sewers like a common rat. Look at her now, and tell me you can imagine her filching your apples.”

“She’s lucky I did not take off her fingers.” Nesaea remembered the heat of that day, the narrow street jammed shoulder-to-shoulder with hawkers and their custom, curtained palanquins borne by sweating servants, rumbling merchant wagons cutting swaths through the crowds. The port city of Vencio was a city too small by half for all the folk who lived and traded there. Breezes off the Sea of Grelar usually cleared out the stenches of salt, tar, and fish, but the air had been calm the day Krysala tried to snatch a sack of apples off Nesaea’s wagon seat. Instead of reaching for her knife, she had grabbed the girl’s wrist, hauled her up, and plopped her down. That had proven to be the easy part. “She fought like a rat, too,” Nesaea said fondly.

Fira grinned. “Still has that same feistiness.”

“Not so long ago,” Nesaea mused, “you were such a waif.”

“A lifetime ago, and someone’s else life, at that. You and the Maidens have been good to me.”

Nesaea put her back to the bar, dividing her attention between Krysala’s next song, and Fira’s excited chatter about the new dress she had commissioned from a local seamstress. To hear her, no one would suspect she had orchestrated and led the attack against Fortress Hilan. And, in so doing, had inadvertently given Rathe the opportunity needed to end Lord Sanouk and his wicked schemes.

“I tell you true,” a man said off to one side, voice overloud with indignation. “The man be a wizard. Best I ever seen.”

As a dabbler in such arts, those words caught Nesaea’s ear. Many claimed such powers, but most were charlatans, masters of trickery and illusion. She turned slightly to listen.

“Any man can juggle,” another fellow jeered.

“Aye, ‘tis true, but this man did so without his hands.”

“No hands? Then what’d he use, his tongue?” He snorted derisive laughter. “I’d rather a wench use her tongue to juggle my—”

“Not his tongue, you daft fool. Nor was there any wenches about. He used his mind for the balls, and naught else.”

“An’ you call me daft? You was tricked, I say.”

“Go see for yourself, then. Sazukford is not so far off. He’s serving as Lord Arthard’s court magician. Goes by the name Sytheus Vonterel. Ask round, an’ folk will know who you mean….”

At the mention of Sytheus Vonterel, the voices faded to the back of Nesaea’s mind. She knew the man, but had not seen him since she was a girl. She had given up hunting him after coming to believe he was dead.

“Nesaea?” Fira leaned close, worry wrinkling her brow. “Are you ill?”

Nesaea shook off her shock. “No … I’m fine.”

Fira looked doubtful, but let her concern pass. “Well, I was asking where are we headed next? Trem, Unylle, perhaps across the Sea of Grelar to Monseriq? You were born there, weren’t you?”

“Yes,” Nesaea said absently, struggling not to let the long-buried memories of her homelands come. Recollections of blood, dust, and the death of all that she had loved. In a single moment, her life had taken a course far different than what she had ever imagined. A course no child in her right mind would want.

“Then it’s time you returned,” Fira said excitedly. “Taking the wagons by ship might be difficult, but we’ve gold enough to hire a small fleet. Besides, I’ve never known a sailor to turn down a pretty pair of eyes—”

“We go to Sazukford,” Nesaea cut in, caught between past and present. To hear forgotten screams mingling with Krysala’s sweet voice made her stomach clench.

“Whatever for?”

With tears in her eyes, Nesaea said, “To find my father.”

Chapter 3

 

 

 

The mountain trail led Rathe and Loro over an ancient stone bridge spanning a river that surged from the mouth of a steep-walled gorge. On the far side, the trail turned hard north to follow the river up into a soggy white curtain of mist. The two riders halted in a patch of grass to let their horses graze.

Loro cast a baleful eye on the river gorge. “Do you suppose we’ll ever get out of these accursed mountains?” Clad in leather jerkin and trousers, a cloak of simple dark wool, with shoulders nearly as wide as he was tall, Loro had the look of an ascetic warrior-priest with a weakness for feasting.

Rathe searched for another way, some indication of lowlands. Where the forest did not block their path, dark granite cliffs did. There might have been more, but he could see nothing beyond the fog. As ever, ravens croaked their gleeful scorn somewhere above.

“North is the only way out of the Gyntors.” Rathe nodded at the gorge. “As that heads north, I’d say we are on the right path.”

Loro shivered under his cloak. “Or, it might be that the mountains go all the way to world’s end.”

Over the last many days, when not considering the shadowed swordsman he had faced, Rathe had begun to think the same, though a map he saw once named the lands beyond the mountains the Iron Marches. “You wanted the life of a thief. I dare say cold, hunger, and hard paths are the lot of such men.”

“Not along the shores of the Sea of Muika,” Loro said, falling back on his tired belief they could live like bandit-kings on the western shores of Qairennor.

“Once we get through the mountains, mayhap we’ll find the truth of that. Not before. Until then, we ride until sunset. As always.”

“I’ve not seen the sun in days,” Loro said, sneaking a sip of blackberry brandy from the flask he kept under his cloak. Popping the stopper back, he glanced skyward to prove his point.

Rathe craned his neck, found a pale glowing disk just beginning its slow westward fall. “There it is,” he said with forced cheer. He heeled the gray into a plodding walk up the steep trail.

Loro cursed him, but followed.

The air grew colder and thinner as the day wore on. The horses labored up the steep trail, hooves slipping over ice as often as loose gravel. Sprigs of tough grass and clumps of wiry bramble took root in thin soil along the riverbank, spread dripping branches over sheets of crusty snow. Rathe wondered how anything grew here.

“Gods and demons, my arse is sore,” Loro protested. He had lasted a full quarter turn of the glass without a word of complaint. He shifted in the saddle with a scowl. “And my stones, gods be cursed, have grown a bleeding crop of blisters. Show me the civilized man who has ever had to suffer such as this!” His shout could not contend with the voice of the river, a rumbling rush filling the gorge with thunder.

“We stop at dusk, no sooner,” Rathe said.

“Dusk is hours off!” Loro shook beaded water from his bald pate, wrung out his hood, and pulled it back up.

“Not so long as that,” Rathe said.

He guided the gray through an ice-edged stream tumbling out of a treacherous gulley to join the river. Once across, he drew rein to search the chasm of fractured gray rock. A croaking raven took to wing from a briar thicket. A yearling stag lifted its head from the stream, a warning snort steaming from its nostrils. Stunted evergreens grew everywhere, holding to fissures with roots like contorted fingers.

Loro sighed, slumped in the saddle, took a forlorn sip from his flask. “I’m cold, hungry, and have not had the pleasure of a bitter ale longer than is proper. Gods!” he called skyward. “Grant me a great soft wench to warm my bones!”

“Keep an eye out,” Rathe said. “I cannot give you women or ale—and by all gods, I’ll not tend your bloody stones—but if we find a cave or hollow, or perhaps a few trees fallen together, we can have a dry night.”

“I beg for plump teats and a cozy tavern, and you think to offer me a moldy cave or a spidery woodpile? Are you a simpleton, or a man without heart?”

“If you crave affection,” Rathe said mildly, “head back down the trail, rope one of those woolly goats you missed putting an arrow into this morning, and——” 

Rathe cut off at a noise behind them. 

As one, the men drew their swords.

“What do you see?” Loro asked.

“It’s what I heard that troubles me.” Rathe had not seen any figures in the mist of late, but the watched feeling had only grown stronger the longer they wandered through the mountains.

“Must have imagined it,” Loro said dismissively. “With this river, why, it’s nigh impossible to hear myself think, let alone hear anything else.”

Rathe raised a hand for quiet. As with the branching gullies climbing into the mountains, the river gorge was all of sheer rock dotted with mossy outcrops and small, bristly spruce. No more than a hundred paces at its widest, there was nowhere to hide, unless a man could pass for a tree or a lichen-crusted stone.

“What do you think you heard?” Loro asked in a hollow voice.

“A hoof scraping over stone, maybe a sword clearing a scabbard,” Rathe said. It had been a faint sound, barely heard for the river. All at once, the raven winged into the mist, and the stag vanished into dense underbrush.

Loro peered into the shifting fog. “King Nabar’s men?”

“Being as they chased us into the mountains in the first place, who else would it be?” Rathe did not let on that this menace felt different than what he had felt with the shadow-man. Or any man, for that matter.

“We fled into the mountains,” Loro corrected. “We could have escaped to anywhere.” It was a sore point for him that Rathe had chosen to go north through the Gyntors, instead of toward the Sea of Muika by way of the warm, grassy steppes of Qairennor. “Something tells me those fellows had sense enough to avoid following us here.”

“King Nabar put a large enough bounty on my head to make any man throw aside his fear of this place.”

“Why should Nabar care about you? It’s not as if Lord Sanouk was loved in Cerrikoth, let alone the king’s city of Onareth. Might Nabar wants to give you a reward.”

Rathe dismissed that possibility with a shake of his head. “You were with me when the bounty hunters tried to kill us in the south. Aside from that, Lord Sanouk was Nabar’s brother, and I killed him. That Sanouk deserved worse than death for the things he did means nothing to the king. Nobles of every stripe frown on the killing of fellow nobles, unless it is they who are doing the killing.”

“Aye,” Loro said slowly, “but it could be others are hunting us, now. Mayhap something else entire. You and I both saw the fright in the eyes of the folk at Valdar, when they spoke of dead cities in these mountains, all haunted by the souls of men cursed through black sorceries. Gold does a man no good, if he’s dead.”

“Men tell tales,” Rathe answered, despite having seen some of those tales come to life and attack with a vengeance. He had fought them, a Shadenmok and her demon hounds. And while strange and terrible, those creatures had died like most everything else he ever poked a blade into.

Loro studied the back trail a long time. “You asked who I thought could be after us, but I ask what is after us.”

Rathe tried to swallow, but his throat felt dry. He abruptly sheathed his sword. “I want to escape this gorge before nightfall.”

“Aye,” Loro agreed, but kept his sword out.

They picked along the rough trail for another two hours. Loro’s complaints resumed, and Rathe kept constant vigil. He saw and heard nothing more to alarm him. Neither did he find a likely spot to camp, or any chance they might climb out of the gorge. It was not the first night they would spend in the open, but he did not relish another.

As they navigated a sharp bend in the river, Loro reined in hard. “Gods!”

Rathe, who had been looking over his shoulder, followed Loro’s gaze. His mouth dropped open in surprise. “Seems we’ll not be sleeping cold, after all.”

Chapter 4

 

 

 

The ancient wall stretched across the river gorge. Looming battlements capped with darker stone showed the wear of brutal eons. A vaulted tunnel constrained the course of the river to one side of a colossal barbican gate fashioned after the prow of a ship. Round and tapering, twin drum towers flanked the gatehouse, their tops notched like shattered crowns. A portcullis and wooden gates once guarded the entrance. Time had crushed both. Rotted beams, planks, and pitted iron banding lay where they had fallen. Remnants of the portcullis hung like rusted teeth. Through the gate, mists hugged the ground.

“Ho the gate!” Loro called. His voice boomed hollowly into the distance. A raven croaked in reply.

“Unless the dead speak,” Rathe said, “I would not look for an invitation.”

Loro shot him a hard look. “Would it trouble you to not say things like that?”

Rathe shrugged. “Who but the dead would live here?”

“Doesn’t seem so bad to me. And waiting out in the weather is not getting us any warmer.”

Rathe ushered Loro forward with an inviting gesture. “Lead the way.”

Loro grinned wryly, backed his big red horse down the trail. “You’re the Scorpion and the Champion of Cerrikoth. Simple soldiers such as myself do not lead such valiant men as you.”

“Neither of us are the men we were,” Rathe said, guiding the gray through the tangle of wood and iron outside the gate. The ceiling of the gatehouse soared above them, its shadows aflutter with bats just coming awake. Sleek black rats scurried over the floor, climbed atop iron sconces disfigured by rust. He counted it a good sign that he saw no bones lying about, either of man or beast.

Beyond the gate, the way widened into a cobbled road, its length cut by deep ruts. Rathe guessed the fortress must have once been a center of bustling commerce and travel. If so, prosperity had come and gone, long centuries before.

He drew rein, searching. Blocky stonework channeled the river, and rose twenty feet up the walls of the gorge to become walkways lined with stone rails. Marching into the fog, rows of footbridges held aloft by thin pillars spanned the river, joining the two sides of the strange fortress. Some pillars had fallen, but most stood intact. Hard seasons had rounded every surface, giving the place a weary, slumping look.

“Smell that?” Rathe asked.

“Aye, river and moss,” Loro answered, peering around.

“There’s something else … wood smoke.”

Loro scanned the highest footbridges. “Mayhap a fellow traveler took shelter.”

Rathe was not so sure. “People might live here. If so, they might not welcome us.”

“If I didn’t know better,” Loro said, “I’d think you want trouble to come down on us. Asking for it all the time, you are.”

“Trouble is what I’m trying to avoid,” Rathe said, remembering the stories told in Valdar. “We’ll make camp at the far gate. If there’s anyone here who mistrusts strangers enough to attack, we need to be away quickly.”

Loro did not argue the point, and followed after Rathe.

The rushing river, and the echoes of their horses’ hooves, made listening for furtive sounds impossible. Keeping an eye out proved nearly as useless. Mist hazed everything, and with the sun going down, only a faint pink glow showed above them.

“I smell roasting meat,” Loro said, perking up.

“As do I.”

“Mayhap someone will share their meal? I’ve a hunger for lamb, hot bread, and gravy by the bucket.”

“Be still,” Rathe warned, stomach turning at the thought of eating anything in such a desolate place. If he had a desire, it was to be gone. Second to that, he wanted to fill his hand with steel.

After a mile, Rathe had to admit they had not entered a fortress, but a forsaken city. At regular intervals, steps led from the cobbled roadway up to broad porticos built around unbarred doors that led into the walls of the gorge. Beyond these, all lay black and still. Walled gardens might have once held flowers, but now housed only weeds. The sensation of being stalked fell on him again, stronger than ever. Vague shadows drifted through the mist, always vanishing when he looked directly at them. He resisted the urge to heel the gray into a headlong gallop out of the city.

When a little man tottered down a set of steps and into the road, Rathe and Loro drew up short. Bent almost double, the stranger faced them, propped against a gnarled staff he held in a clawed hand. He brushed back his tangled white hair to reveal a pair of pale, hooded eyes. His clothing was threadbare and dark with grime.

“Friends!” he piped, voice reedy. “Well met! Yes, well met, indeed. Long has it been since my people and I’ve had guests in Deepreach.”

“Fitting name for a city fashioned after a ditch,” Rathe murmured, looking around but seeing no sign of anyone else.

“Gods be damned,” Loro gasped. “The smell of him could gag a boar.”

Rathe tried to ease his horse closer to the man, but the gray tossed his head, and would not budge. “Well met,” he said, offering their names.

“I be Tulfa,” said the little man with a bow that made him tremble, as if pained. He straightened, came a hesitant step closer, making the horses prance. Tulfa pushed his hair back again, eyes widening. “Fine animals. So fine. Yes, fine indeed!”

The way the crookbacked fellow went on, showing far more excitement than caution, made Rathe edgy. All the more for the way he kept licking his dirty lips and sucking back drool. “I’m afraid we’re just passing through, Master Tulfa. I wonder, can you tell me how far until we are out of Deepreach?”

Tulfa’s eyes narrowed to slits, befouled lips turned down at the corners. “No.”

“No call for rudeness,” Loro admonished.

Tulfa gave himself a shake, and was again a jolly, filthy old man. “No, no. You mistake me. Dark is coming, you see, you see? The road is not safe at night. No, no. Not safe at all. Not at night. ‘Tis never safe when shadows lay thick and cold over the land.” As he spoke, his voice dropped lower, and his face changed again, showing fear.

“His wits have departed him,” Loro said quietly.

“He’s no more dangerous for all that,” Rathe answered, hoping he was right.

“Where are your friends, Master Tulfa?” Loro asked.

“Friends? What friends? There’s only Tulfa in Deepreach. Yes, yes, only Tulfa! Tulfa is the only one left!”

Loro rolled his eyes, and Rathe shifted in the saddle. “Beg pardon,” he said. “I thought sure you mentioned there were more of you.”

“There are!” Tulfa hooted. “Tulfa and the shadowkin! Come, Tulfa will feed you!”

“I suppose he might count shadows as friends,” Rathe said quietly. 

“If I might ask,” Loro said to Tulfa, looking more interested, “what sort of food do you have, here in Deepreach?”

“Why, meat, my good Loro! Yes! Yes! Tulfa cooks juicy meat on the bone! Only that and naught more!” The little man scuttled up the steps with far more nimbleness than he had shown coming down. He paused every third step to grin and wave them on.

“Where are you off to?” Rathe asked, when Loro slid out of the saddle.

“To supper. You heard the man. He has meat on the bone. If so, he must also have a better place to sleep than under the sky. And,” he added with a lecherous wink, “mayhap one of these shadow folk is a she who would like to tempt me to sin.”

Rathe wanted nothing to do with shadowkin, but, despite himself, the smell of Tulfa’s cooking had roused his hunger. He could not recall the last decent meal he’d had…. Except that he did remember, and who he had shared it with. Outside the wooden walls of Valdar, Nesaea had served him a dinner of roast pheasant within her wagon, an elaborate and fanciful conveyance fashioned after a wheeled galley. She had shed no tears, nor countered his judgment, as he explained his decision to be away. Her disappointment, though, had shone in eyes so blue as to be violet. Not for the first time, he wished he had decided on another course, one that included Nesaea, his goddess of snow and silver.

Rathe pushed Nesaea away, much as he had before. As he had told her then, she and her troupe were safer far from him.

While he and Loro unsaddled the horses, Tulfa kept up a constant chatter. “You’ll want to tie your beasts here,” he said, standing near a row of barrel-size vases. “Tulfa has no grain, but there’s plenty of grass, you see, you see?” He ripped up a handful to show them. Only after Rathe and Loro nodded, did he let the tuft fall to his bare feet as grimy as the rest of him.

“How long have you been here?” Loro asked, stacking his gear just inside the doorway.

Tulfa fingered the point of his chin. After a moment of deep contemplation, he said, “Forever! Why, yes! Forever and ever!”

“Surely you are not so old as that?” Rathe said, adding his gear to Loro’s. He tried to keep his distance from the old man without appearing to do so, but Tulfa bounced nearer, bringing his stench with him.

“I was a boy when I came to Deepreach,” Tulfa said. Up close, his eyes proved to be a shade of blue Rathe had never seen. Almost white. “So, yes, forever and ever!”

“I’m famished,” Loro interrupted, rubbing his belly. It did look a touch smaller than Rathe remembered. “If it’s no trouble, lead us to your hall.”

“To feast! To feast!” Tulfa cried merrily. “Yes, follow Tulfa, and Tulfa will feast you! Meat on the bone! Yes, meat on the bone for all!”

With a queer shuffling, skipping gait, Tulfa led them deep into the mountain, through a twisty warren of vaulted corridors. Scant few torches lit the way. With the memory of barely escaping Lord Sanouk’s catacombs not so long ago, Rathe began building a map in his mind.

In some bygone age, workers of stone had chiseled arabesques into the walls. Where those ended, friezes of gods and rival demons took their place. Small niches sunk into the dressed stone held assorted bits of armor, or busts of past kings and storied warriors. Where Rathe would have expected cobwebs and dust, he was surprised to find burnished helms and breastplates, and sculptures crowned with fresh garlands of tiny flowers. Tulfa might not have been one for personal cleanliness, but he kept a tidy house.

When they rounded a corner and found the torches had burned out and left behind a sea of chilly darkness, Tulfa rapidly tapped the butt of his staff against the floor. “Tulfa will lead you! Yes! Yes! Listen to the staff, and follow Tulfa!”

And off they went, bustling deeper into the earth, until coming to a well-lit corridor. Loro whistled between his teeth when they neared a headless statue of a naked woman. Rathe swatted his hand away before he could caress her breasts.

“A man should appreciate fine art where he finds it,” Loro protested, looking abused. Tulfa favored him with a mystified expression, and Rathe glared. “Never mind,” Loro snarled, waving them ahead.

The farther they went, the smell of savory spices and roasting meat grew stronger, making Rathe painfully aware of his hunger. “I don’t care if Tulfa’s cooking rats,” he whispered to Loro, “I’ll eat them.”

“No! No rats for friends of Tulfa!” Tulfa said over his shoulder. He paused near a torch, pale eyes gleaming under thick folds of skin. “Oh, no. No rats! Never rats! Not for Tulfa and the shadowkin. Not for Tulfa’s friends. Come friends! Come along!”

“He’s spry enough, I’ll grant you,” Loro murmured. “But can you see him putting an arrow into a stag and dragging it here?”

“Never,” Rathe admitted. “But I expect there are hares and the like in these mountains.”

“We have guests!” Tulfa called, wheeling through an archway aglow with warm light. “Guests for dinner! Yes! Yes! We have guests!”

Before they reached the chamber, Loro halted Rathe. “We can still turn back.”

As Loro had seemed so eager before, that suggestion surprised Rathe. “Why should we?”

“If you’ve missed it, brother, this codger is off his head. I don’t trust him, even if my belly does.”

“My trust has grown thin of late, as well,” Rathe agreed. “But he’s an old man, and a short way from being a cripple. He’ll not trouble us.”

“I’ll eat his food quick enough,” Loro relented, “and give thanks for whatever Tulfa provides. Afterward, we’ll have to keep a watch, lest he decides to drub us in our sleep and rob us.”

Tulfa poked his head round the corner, his face lost in shadow. “Come along, friends! Come along!”

“I’ll take first watch,” Rathe volunteered, and strode into the chamber.

He had scarcely crossed the threshold when he halted. With a murmur of awe, Loro joined him. Rathe had expected an empty chamber, but found a colonnaded great hall fit for a wealthy lord. Gleaming bronze lampstands drove back all shadows. Tapestries, moth-eaten though they were, adorned soaring walls with scenes of the hunt and forgotten battles. Assorted banners emblazoned with unfamiliar coats of arms hung from stone balusters that girded high galleries. Some showed extreme age, their colors faded, looking as if they would crumble at the gentlest touch. Others were fresher, smeared with dark maroon smudges that brought to mind bloodstains.

Rathe looked to the long table running between two rows of pillars. The high-backed chairs guarding its flanks stood empty. Table and chairs had been polished to a low gleam. Farther on, a smaller table sat atop a broad dais spanning the breadth of the hall. The table’s gilded legs glowed with a dreamlike quality, but those who clambered over the top of it were creatures of nightmare.

“Gods and demons,” Loro gasped, as Tulfa joined what could only be his relations at the high table.

Tulfa looked around. “Come, friends! Come and feast!”

Rathe did not move. The folk gathered about Tulfa, a dozen at least, wore filthy rags, or nothing at all. Forgoing chairs, they squatted on the tabletop. Hunched over, growling amongst themselves, they made busy rending strips of meat snatched from heaped platters. One of the shadowkin looked up—a woman, Rathe thought, but would not have wagered on it. Her twisted fingers paused halfway to her mouth. Grease mingled with dirt on her cheeks and chin, giving her a gruesome aspect. She made a series of throaty noises, and Tulfa hooted laughter, as if hearing a fine jest.

About to decline Tulfa’s offer, Rathe’s teeth clicked together when two bent figures moved through a doorway, carrying between them a tarnished bronze serving tray near as large as a palanquin. Tulfa danced amongst the shadowkin, waving his staff overhead. “Another course! Yes! Yes! Meat on the bone!”

“Is that a….” Loro trailed off before he could finish putting a name to the roasted horror laid out on the tray.

“It is,” Rathe answered, throat burning with bile. His sword flashed from the scabbard.

Tulfa noted the bared steel, and his kindly nature vanished. He scuttled to the end of the table, perched there, a humpbacked fiend with white-blue eyes and too many teeth, all streaked black and sharp. His tongue, grossly long and pointed, licked over his bottom lip. “Come, friends, and feast with Tulfa!” This time his was no reedy invitation, but a growled command.

The two men carrying the serving tray placed it on the table at Tulfa’s feet, their movements reverent. 

“We are leaving,” Rathe said, voice edged with warning. In case that was not enough, he added, “Follow us, and I will carve your bowels.””

Tulfa cackled merrily. “’Tis giblets you crave?” His gnarled fingers danced lightly over the crispy brown belly of the man’s torso on the serving tray, then stabbed into that obscene flesh, rooted about, and tugged free gray-pink loops of steaming entrails. “Then ‘tis giblets you shall have! Feast, my friends! Feast!”

At that shout, the shadowkin bounded off the table, their swift movements sending laden platters spinning off the table. Eyes wild and eager, they raced along on all fours as if born to it, spreading across the hall, jabbering in some uncouth, hateful tongue.

Rathe and Loro ran.

Chapter 5

 

 

 

Despite their twisted arms and legs, the shadowkin moved far quicker than Rathe would have believed, and with more agility. Before he and Loro reached the first turn on the way back to the horses, the shadowkin burst from the great hall and sprinted after them.

Rathe kept one hand on Loro’s back, urging him along, the other wrapped around his sword hilt. As they skidded round the second corner, he looked over his shoulder and found the shadowkin bounding closer.

“Faster!” Rathe warned. “They’re catching up.”

Loro did not waste a breath to answer, but ducked his head and stretched his legs. He was not a man built for running at speed, but he did so now. Still, the shadowkin gained three steps for every one Rathe and Loro took.

“Faster,” Rathe urged again, not sure how much faster he could have run, even if not impeded by Loro’s bulk.

Torches flashed by, followed by stretches of darkness. They careened off walls in their haste to navigate corners. The shadowkin narrowed the gap, wildly cascading down the corridor.

Knowing they would never make it back to their horses before being overtaken, Rathe slowed to tip a heavy marble bust. It crashed against the floor in a spray of rubble. Each time they passed something he could use as an obstacle, he knocked it over. His efforts slowed the shadowkin but a little. They came on, leaping over all in their path, howling rage.

He needed something larger. He found her, headless and waiting where she had stood for unknown years. After dumping the statue of the naked woman Loro had tried to molest, Rathe sprinted away. The first shadowkin to reach the toppled statue lost his footing and fell in a sliding sprawl. All who came after became entangled in his flailing limbs.

As the twisted cannibals yowled and fought to gain their feet, Rathe darted ahead, scrambled around a turn, and discovered Loro had vanished. Rathe ran headlong, and nearly missed the branching corridor. As he slid past, he saw a flash of movement. Loro, far down the second passage, and gaining speed.

“Not that way!” he cried. His warning came too late, and Loro wheeled out of sight down another passage.

Rathe ducked into the corridor a heartbeat before the shadowkin rejoined the hunt. Holding his breath, Rathe hunkered in deep shadow a few paces from the opening. Sword held before him, he watched them flash by. He tried to count them, but they were too bunched up, and their bestial gait tricked his eye. It seemed as if the dozen gathered in the hall had become a hundred.

When he was as sure as he could be that all of them had moved on, he followed after Loro, every few steps looking back to make sure one of the shadowkin had not discovered the deceit.

All lay dark around the corner where Loro had gone, but the clamor of a ferocious struggle far ahead was unmistakable. Rathe tore into the murk. Low curses, pained groans, and the sound of heavy fists battering ribs guided him. He came to one turn, then another, and the sounds of fighting grew louder. A faint light now lit the way, and he ran faster.

After a few more turns, he burst into an open chamber. At the same moment, Loro hefted a writhing shadowkin overhead and speared him into a wall. The crunch of the man’s skull cut off his enraged screech. Cursing to shame ten demons, Loro continued to batter the limp figure against the stonework, until Rathe laid a cautious hand on his shoulder.

At his touch, Loro whirled, teeth bared, eyes blazing. He held the broken corpse in his powerful grip like a crude weapon. For a moment he did not recognize Rathe as a friend, and looked ready to bludgeon him with the dead shadowkin. By heartbeats, the red rage fled his eyes. He tossed the corpse to the floor, spat on it with a disgusted grimace, then collected is sword from the throat of another shadowkin.

“Gods and demons,” Loro snarled when he straightened. “Where did you get off to?”

“You went the wrong way.” Rathe looked back. The corridor lay quiet, but he chose not to trust their luck to endure. Tulfa and his spawn must know this fortress far better than he and Loro.

“You’re mad,” Loro panted. “Why, the way out is just——” He cut off as he took in the pile of rolled up rugs staked against the chamber’s farthest wall, a dismantled bed, and a listing wardrobe, none of which they had seen when following Tulfa.

“There might be a way out from here,” Rathe said, thinking of all the entrances they had ridden past after entering Deepreach. He pointed to a well-lit doorway across the chamber. “That corridor must lead somewhere.”

“How can you know?”

“If not,” Rathe said, “then why waste torches lighting it?”

“I suppose,” Loro said. “This time, brother, you lead.”

Moving with caution, Rathe stepped into the passage. The troubling smell of roasting meat grew sharper in this direction.

“From the cook pot into the fire, and back again,” Loro said. “Don’t we just make a fine pair of fools? Gods and demons, why did we have to come into these accursed mountains?”

“Because Nabar’s men were hard on our heels,” Rathe snapped. “Had we not come into the Gyntors, we’d have been shot full of arrows, and our heads sent back to Onareth.”

“And now we are to be eaten by a brood of godless imps!” Loro retorted.

“Alive or dead, captured or free, I do not mean to be eaten.”

“What do you intend?”

Rathe shot a hard look at Loro. “We escape unseen, or we bring the slaughter.”

Chapter 6

 

 

 

Rathe led them through a long and winding stretch of many connecting passages. That savory fragrance of cooking meat twisted his guts, washed his tongue in bile, for now he knew the source. And where he saw niches filled with ornaments and bits of armor, he realized they had nothing to do with honoring past rulers or heroes. Rather, they were trophies taken from those poor fools Tulfa had lured to their doom. Just before he and his horde cooked and ate them.

Long before reaching the kitchen, the familiar clamor of a pots and pans told of its presence. At the entrance, Rathe peeked round a corner, eyes flicking, marking. An open fire pit dominated the chamber, its smoke rising to a hole built into the vaulted ceiling. To one side, a bent shadowkin busily cranked a long iron spit. Some unfortunate had lost a leg to Tulfa, and the spit-boy had crisped it to perfection.

“What do you see?” Loro whispered.

“You do not want to know.” Even as Rathe spoke, the spit-boy cast a furtive glance at his fellows, men and women bearing platters, pots, and pans, then snuck a chunk of meat into his mouth and gobbled it down.

The apparent head cook, if such an atrocious creature could bear the title, stood on a footstool at the edge of the kitchen, stirring a ladle through a kettle hung over the ruddy coals of a massive fireplace.

Rathe was trying to decide if they should retreat or attack, when he noticed a man trussed in a far corner. The scrawny fellow noticed him at the same instant, and immediately started thrashing about, mewling behind the rag stuffed into his gaping mouth. Rathe gestured for the man to be still, but his eyes widened in panic, and he redoubled his efforts.

All the shadowkin stopped what they were doing and looked to the bound man. All, that was, save the head cook. She followed the captive’s gaze, and Rathe ducked behind cover.

“What is it?” Loro asked again. His face went stony when he saw Rathe’s hand tighten on the hilt of his sword. “Battle? Well, let’s be about it.”

With a fierce cry, Rathe rushed into the kitchen. The gawping spit-boy whirled, his screech spraying half-chewed flesh. Rathe ended him, a single cut splitting his skull to the hollow of his throat. Rathe kicked the jittering corpse off his blade, set his feet.

Shock held but a moment, then all shifted into leaping, shrieking chaos.

Loro lumbered past, sword swinging like an axe to take off a shadowkin’s raised hand. The reverse stroke cleaved the howling shadowkin from groin to sternum. The man dropped into his own splashing vitals. With a bearlike roar, Loro pivoted to deliver a flat chop into the chest of another twisted man, shredding meat and ribs, leaving him to bumble away clutching at the viscera slithering from the gaping wound. Loro swung round again, blade slicing down the side of a shadowkin’s face and into the joining of neck and shoulder, ripping through flesh and bone. The screaming man tumbled away. Where he had stood, an ear attached to a flap of cheek joined a spasming arm on the blood-slicked floor.

Some few shadowkin continued to dare Loro and his murderous blade. The bulk of them sought Rathe, seeming to think he would make easier prey.

He caught the greasy hair of one, sawed his sword through the man’s belly, shoved him howling away. Rathe spun, his sword a flash of silver-red death tearing through a face, a neck, bowels. More shadowkin darted close. Rathe stove in the skull of one with the pommel of his sword, then gouged the tip deep through the eye of another. Yet another he spitted to the hilt, crossguard slapping against his squalling foe’s belly.

Powerful hands tugged at Rathe’s legs, cloak, and arms. He fought clear, once and again, face and neck running with the blood of enemies. His boots slid in the accumulating gore underfoot, and he went to one knee. Growling, he lunged up and pierced the skinny, naked cheeks of a bent-backed horror. Rathe saw only a monster that meant to devour him this night.

The dirty creature slashed with its clawed fingers, trying to tug the steel thorn from its flesh. With its arse poked through, its legs buckled at the knees. Rathe brutally levered his sword free, giving the bent-one four cheeks.

A handful of shadowkin landed on him at once, climbing him like blood-hungry squirrels. He slashed wildly with his sword, and lashed out with his fist. He felt mouths on him, then teeth, gnawing through the sleeves of his cloak, more at his belly, gnashing through his leather jerkin. Cloth ripped, skin ripped. Rough fingernails tore at his eyes and hair. More wrenched his sword away.

Rathe rolled to his belly, curled into a ball to protect his neck and face, and reached for his dagger. He bit back a scream when a rude hand clutched greedily at his groin, as if at a handful of sweetmeats. Risking castration, he stabbed his dagger into the hand, and the ripping pressure eased. But only a moment. More hands followed, more claws, all seeking to tear him apart one bloody piece at a time.

Loro roared somewhere beyond the frenzied mass piling on Rathe, and a great weight added to that of the writhing shadowkin, crushing Rathe against the tiles.

Hot breath gusted into his face, a lapping tongue followed, swabbing his chin and lips, leaving a trail of stinking spit. Teeth snapped together where his nose had been an instant before. A hungry babbling voice filled one ear. The other was jammed against the floor, and in it his blood pounded like a kettle drum. More spittle dribbled over his cheek, into one bulging eye.

Loro roared again, and the pile shifted, lessened just enough for Rathe to tuck his chin to his chest. Teeth flashed and nipped, and Rathe rammed his head sideways. The crunch of a breaking nose gave him joy. The ensuing patter of hot blood that washed over his face, into his mouth, and across his tongue stole that pleasure.

Loro cut loose with another bellow, and the weight pressing Rathe down let up a bit more, enough so he could move. By inches, he dragged the dagger closer to his face, meaning to stick it into the next mouth that thought to taste him.

Through the shifting mass of bodies and filthy limbs, he saw a naked foot, the toenails long and yellowed. He stabbed the arch of that foot, digging the blade deep. A ragged scream ripped through the kitchen, and the foot jerked out of sight. Rathe saw a straining tendon above the heel of another foot. He slashed it. Steel cleaved skin and gristle, grated over bone. Blood splashed, and the second foot leaped away. 

He continued to stab and slash whatever target presented itself. Fists and kicks rained down, but he absorbed the punishment with a grim smile, for where his enemies bruised him, he crippled them. He kept on striking toes and heels and calves where he could, moment by moment gaining more freedom, moment by moment more convinced that no historian would dare jot down an account of such bloody, brutal fuckery, for fear of tainting the glory of war and victory.

The weight pinning him down suddenly lifted. A flapping shadowkin soared across the kitchen to land headfirst in the huge kettle hung above the hearth. Scalding broth splashed over the coals, steam billowed thick and foul. The scalded shadowkin reared back with a face blistered and red. As the wailing figure thrashed, Loro ended his cries with a ruthless slash to the back of the neck. Head bobbling loosely, the last foe fell.

“Gods damn me!” Loro raged, spinning in search of enemies who no longer stood.

Rathe clambered to his feet, spitting blood. Spread across the kitchen floor, some few shadowkin still clung to life, their cleaved appendages and spilled innards swimming though a spreading scarlet tide. They showed no signs of rejoining the fight, or living into the next minute.

“What do we do with him?” Loro asked, pointing his bloody sword at the bound fellow.

“Cut him loose,” Rathe ordered, using his sleeve to scrub his face clean. All he managed was to smear the sticky red mess around. “He might be able to lead us out of here.”

“What if he’s one of them?”

Rathe paused in his search for another way out of the kitchen. The man’s patchwork tunic was at least as tattered as anything worn by the shadowkin, his black hair hung lank and oily around a slender, bladelike face. But his straight limbs set him apart from the shadowkin. That, and being tied up. All he lacked was a pinch of seasoning sprinkled over his sweat-damp skin.

After pointing that out to Loro, Rathe said, “I expect he’s a luckless traveler, much the same as us. Cut him loose.”

Loro grumbled under his breath about the ills sure to befall warriors-turned-nursemaid, but he severed the man’s bindings. “Up with you,” he said, hauling the man to his feet.

“What’s your name, friend?” Rathe asked, trying to put the ratlike fellow at ease with a kind tone.

“H-Horge.” The man’s whiny voice matched his short, spindly stature. “Gods be blessed, thank you! Thank you!”

Before Horge could start blubbering in earnest, Rathe stopped him. “Master Horge, can you lead us out?”

Horge bobbed his head. “Aye, I think so.”

“You can, or you cannot. Which is it?”

“So many turns,” Horge whispered, closing his eyes in concentration, one finger sketching a winding path in the air before his nose. “Aye!” he said, nodding eagerly. “ I know the way.” He took a bundle off a nearby table, shook it out to reveal a cloak of coarse dark hair, and wrapped it around his shoulders. “Follow me.”

“What of this lot?” Loro asked, gesturing to the downed shadowkin. Many of those who had been groaning had gone still, eyes glazed over, waxen skin pale next to the blood pooling around them. Some still writhed and groaned, but not much longer, Rathe guessed.

“Leave them. If our luck holds, Tulfa will find the flesh of his kindred as palatable as ours.”

Loro’s face blanched. “It’s a foul blasphemy, folk eating folk.”

At the moment, Rathe was beyond counting blasphemies. “Lead on,” he instructed Horge. 

Face ashen, swallowing compulsively as he scanned the dead, Horge did as bidden.

Chapter 7

 

 

 

Relief flooded Rathe when the river’s mossy scent tickled his nose. It seemed hours had passed since the trio set out from the kitchen. They would have been mounted and gone long before, but the hunters of Deepreach seemed to be everywhere. More, they were driven by Tulfa’s wild cries of, “Meat on the bone!” and “Yes! Yes! Hunt them down, and we shall feast!”

Whenever the trio heard that voice, or the squeals of hungry shadowkin, they quickly lost themselves down unfamiliar passageways. Horge always brought them back to the first corridor, through which Rathe and Loro had traveled to the great hall.

Now Rathe heard the river’s rush, saw a dim rectangle of lesser darkness. The way out. He touched Horge’s shoulder, and the man flinched violently, squeaked in terror. “Better let me lead from here,” Rathe said, wondering if the scrawny fellow had become jumpy after falling into the hands of the shadowkin, or if it was a particular trait. He guessed both.

Loro searched Horge’s face. “Are you without a proper steed, friend?”

“I have a beast of burden. I do hope these monsters did not get Samba, and that he remains where I tied him. I had gone fishing, you see, when Tulfa captured me, and—”

“Which way?” Rathe asked, arresting the man’s explanation.

Horge thought about it, a finger again tracing the air before his face. “That way,” he said, pointing in the direction Rathe and Loro had been going before Tulfa showed himself.

“You can ride with Rathe,” Loro said quickly, patting his round slab of belly. “This much man-flesh does not favor two riders to a saddle.”

“Let’s go,” Rathe said, seeing the way Loro’s nose wrinkled at Horge’s unpleasant scent, and regretting that he had not spoken first.

After gathering their gear and saddles at the entrance, they moved into the mist-shrouded night. Their horses looked up from grazing, ears pricked and alert. It seemed a monstrous blessing that shadowkin had no love for meat that did not cover the bones of men. That aside, Rathe decided to take all blessings that came to him, and gave silent thanks to the Cerrikothian god of war, Ahnok.

While he and Loro saddled their mounts, Horge danced nervously to one side of the entrance, pausing frequently to cock his head and listen.

Rathe was slipping his toe into the stirrup, when the sound of claws scratching stone drew his eye upward. His blood went cold. Scores of shadowkin were climbing over the rails of the walkways above. Where the twisted folk scurried and scuttled on the ground, they moved with eerie grace in scaling surfaces that would hinder spiders.

“Go!” Rathe called, leaping into the saddle.

Loro kicked his horse into a bounding leap down the stairs to the roadway. Rathe reached for Horge, but the scrawny fellow had vanished. “Horge!”

Only the shadowkin answered, mad squeals merging with the river’s throaty rumble.

“He’s gone!” Loro shouted below, his horse dancing a circle.

Rathe gave another second to searching for Horge, but there was no sign of the little man. Shadowkin began leaping down and scampering near. Rathe’s sword slashed, and the nearest foe toppled back, missing a few fingers.

“Horge!”

No answer. With a curse, Rathe joined Loro, and they sped away.

“They’re after us,” Loro warned.

Rathe glanced back. The freakish folk streaked like wolves on the hunt, closing the gap. His gray snorted in fear, began fighting the bit. Rathe almost lost his seat, but clutched the pommel and righted himself. He had no sooner settled back, when a pillar supporting one of the city’s many footbridges forced him to saw hard at the reins. Trumpeting, the gray swept by the column, so close Rathe had to tuck his shoulder to avoid collision.

A leering face framed by streaming hair appeared at his stirrup. Rathe hacked his sword downward. The shadowkin fell away with garbled scream. Another took the place of the first. Yellowed claws swiped at the gray’s belly, setting it to bucking wildly. Rathe swung, and the clutching hand became a bloody stump. The second shadowkin stumbled, fell into a bouncing roll, and was gone.

Rathe dug in his heels, and the gray focused on escape. Up ahead, cloak fluttering like the wing of a bat, Loro leaned over his red’s neck, swatting the horse’s rump with the flat of his blade. The big steed surged forward, steel-shod hooves throwing sparks over cobbles. They raced under another footbridge. A moment later, they flashed beneath another.

With the gray now striving to catch the red, Rathe risked another look behind. The shadowkin had fallen back, but showed no indication of tiring. Facing forward, he saw Deepreach stretching into moonlit fog. There was no telling how far they must go before escaping the city.

Rathe’s gray veered to avoid another leaning pillar. Far up ahead, a line of darkness, half the height of a man, blocked the roadway. After a few more strides, the darkness resolved into fallen pillar.

Loro began to pull back on the reins, but Rathe called, “Jump it!”

“Not at this pace!”

“We have no choice!”

The nearer they came, the more daunting the pillar seemed. Rathe kicked the gray to greater speed. The blowing horses leaped together. Soaring through a tattered streamer of mist, the gray’s rear hooves struck the pillar’s curved surface. The big red made the jump clean. They hit the roadway on the far side, hooves clattering loudly. Without breaking stride, the horses galloped on, necks stretching, manes flying.

It was not enough. The relentless shadowkin were gaining. Rathe had to end the chase.

He drew rein. The gray dropped its hindquarters and slid to a halt. While Loro rushed off into the milky gloom, Rathe spun his mount.

Leaping shapes plunged closer. Hungry calls pebbled his flesh, and he almost abandoned his plan. But he had to try, or run until the shadowkin ran them down.

“Come on, boy,” he urged, patting the gray’s neck. The horse tossed his head and whinnied. He was no fierce destrier, such as those Rathe had ridden when he commanded the Ghosts of Ahnok, but he gamely went where Rathe directed him.

Rathe reined in at a pillar rising crookedly to the base of the footbridge overhead. With its neighbor toppled into a heap of rubble, this pillar served as the bridge’s last support on this side of the river.

He forced the gray’s shoulder against the column’s cracked base. The horse shied at a deep grinding noise. “No time to be skittish,” Rathe said gently, guiding the gray back against the pillar. Ahead, Loro’s voice drifted back through the fastness of Deepreach. Behind, the shadowkin closed swiftly.

“Last chance,” Rathe chided the horse. With a shout, he put boots to the horse’s flanks. The gray strained against the pillar. Rathe felt the grinding of stone in his teeth, as the immeasurable weight of the bridge pressed down on the weakened support.

The gray tried to shy again, but Rathe kept him under tight rein. “Heave, you bloody nag!” The gray snorted, seemingly in affront, and Rathe laughed out loud. “Push, you tired tub of guts!”

The gray’s neck arched, its hindquarters rippled, and its hooves began slipping over the ground. Hairline cracks widened … widened. The pillar gave way all at once. Stonework began to fall. Rathe kicked the horse into a gallop.

An instant later, thunder rolled from the collapsing bridge. Dust billowed and, by the screams, shattered stonework had fallen on at least a few of the shadowkin. There were plenty to take their place. He gave the gray its head, and they galloped deep into the misty night.

After he passed through Deepreach’s second barbican gate, which had survived the ages no better than its counterpart at the far end of the city, he found Loro waiting next to a briar patch.

Rathe glanced around. “Horge?”

Loro slammed his sword into the scabbard. “He’s lost to us.”

The nearing cries of shadowkin were growing in intensity. Rathe called out for Horge, and looked for the scrawny little fellow to come bursting out of mist or brush, but he never did.

“Mayhap he got away,” Loro offered.

Rathe nodded doubtfully. There was no need for words, or time to speak them. They abandoned Deepreach and its atrocious inhabitants, and climbed higher into the Gyntors.

Chapter 8

 

 

 

From high gibbets flanking either side of the road, men hung in rusted cages. As most were dead, or close enough not to matter, they offered no complaint to the squabbling crows busy plucking off strips of meat. A long summer had made dusty skeletons of those longest in the cages. Others were fresher and flyblown. Withered or seeping, all stared at passersby with cavernous sockets, for the carrion birds took the eyes of the dead first.

Squinting against the lowering sun, Lady Nesaea led the small caravan of gaily painted wagons, all fashioned after sailing ships, through the swinging garden of death and toward the low stone walls of Sazukford, a small city in northern Qairennor.

She did not have to look around to know she was not alone in holding a fragrant pomander to her nose to block the reek. Hanging cages, the impaled, tarred heads on spikes, all those and other morbid displays were common wherever men gathered in number. Such exhibitions never seemed to concern lawbreakers, for there was never a shortage of them, but open punishment and death kept order-seeking citizenry feeling safe, placid, and cared for by highborn who’d not squander their noble piss on a burning child. And if anyone had a grudge and gold enough, why, a word whispered into the right ear ensured their rival met a good and proper end, for all to see.

“Milady!” a man cried weakly. He still had his eyes, and they bulged with fright. The rest of him was a mass of dried blood. He had been flayed to the bone, and skin dangled in ribbons. Nesaea knew he would not survive the night, and within an hour of sunrise he, too, would lose his sight to feasting crows. “Bring word to Lord Arthard that … that I was returning his ring, not stealing it. Please, milady, have mercy!”

He fell to moaning after Nesaea’s wagon wheeled by. The possibility existed that he spoke the truth, but chances favored him being a thief who had realized too late that pilfering was not a game for fools or the unlucky, though thieving seemed to attract that sort, more often than not.

The sun dropped below the horizon, as the Maidens of the Lyre approached the stone wall. The gate guard gave Nesaea a penetrating look, demanded a trade levy despite her assurance that they had nothing to trade, then waved her through. As she passed, he went back to leaning on his spear, as if bored beyond all measure. The weapon’s leaf-shaped blade glimmered in the dusky light, and his well-kept mail shone silver under a tabard emblazoned with the device of House Arthard, a scarlet cockatrice constrained within a golden, seven-pointed star. More guards strode the wall walks. Sazukford was still a place to step lightly, much as Nesaea remembered it.

Beyond the east gate, the smallish city bustled in dusty twilight, the smell of the unwashed mingling with the scent of flowers in full bloom, roasting meat, open sewers, and rotting middens. Good and bad, places like Sazukford had a seedy charm Nesaea found alluring. Such places reminded her of home on the outskirts of Alhaz, across the Strait of Eroe-Si. She missed the evening sea breezes that cleared the dust, many stenches, and clamor of the city, and left the sky a dazzling shade of blue. Home. So long lost to her, she could scarcely understand the pang in her heart. She would go back, one day, but Sazukford and her father, first.

The last time she was here, she had been running from those who wanted to return her to the silken sheets and velvet shackles of her former master, on the island kingdom of Giliron. In Sazukford, she had laid her traps, and ended the hunt. After, she vanished as cleanly as a breath of night wind. If not for the help of one woman, whose aid she now sought again, she never would have succeeded.

Although their faces had changed over the years, Nesaea remembered the urchins scuttling among the forest of adults. Peddlers eager to earn a bit more coin, still hawked wares from booths set up along the main thoroughfare, all loud and obnoxious. Mongrels braved kicks to snuffle chickens and lambs and squealing shoats caged in wicker. Rich merchants in all their finery perused a hundred varied displays, eager to make a profitable deal.

The road wended through rows of slate-roofed houses, shops, taverns and inns, all wanting for fresh plaster and whitewash. As ever in such places, be they rich or poor, slatterns called from windows and stoops, their wares barely concealed under strips of silk or linen, or jingling garments of shiny brass coins. These last were oft the most beautiful, and so fetched the highest prices. In light or dark, they resembled fabled mermaids. Drunks reeled out of tavern doors, or were thrown out by bouncers. A dozen kinds of music merged into a discordant melody, setting a sordid but jubilant mood.

Nesaea took it all in, careful to keep an eye on those who might mistake her for the soft highborn lady she portrayed. Some lurked in the shadows, eyes beady and dark, like rats. Others sat in plain sight, sipping tankards of local brew, laughing boisterously, even as they measured the worth of every passerby. To both varieties of trouble, Nesaea showed a diamond-hard grin, daring them to make their play. Most looked to easier prey. Those who did not were the fools who might attempt a raid on her caravan. If so, they would suffer a harsh lesson.

Nesaea drew rein at a low wooden bridge spanning the River Idoril. Rickety and sagging, the bridge should have been rebuilt in stone a hundred years gone. With darkness closing fast, torches marched along its rails, lighting timbers and planking coated with tar. A barge of bloodwood logs, down from the southern foothills of the Gyntors, swept beneath the bridge’s leaning pilings, guided by a score of men with long push-poles.

After paying yet another levy, the bridge guard waved her on. Nesaea took a deep breath, whispered a fervent prayer of protection, and snapped the reins. The four-horse team took her onto the bridge. It groaned and shivered under the weight of the wagon. Nesaea did not stop praying until all her caravan had crossed.

Over the river, Sazukford was cleaner, the buildings taller and painted in rainbow hues, its cobbled streets patrolled by squads of Lord Arthard’s foot soldiers. The road split, and Nesaea turned north. The farther she led her troupe, the richer the surroundings became, until she drew rein in front of the Silver Archer, a three-story inn, its high-peaked tile roof guarded by four towers awash with flowering vines.

The inn’s proprietress, Mistress Lynira, stood amid a gathering of pretty men. Lofty arbors curved above them, supported by wooden columns carved all over with blossoms that never wilted. Lynira’s laugh filled the area, melodic and enticing as the rest of her person. Tonight she wore a gown of maroon silk, accented with cloth-of-gold to match her golden curls. As was her wont, she had loosened the laces of her bodice to reveal more of her bosom than it hid, and a belt of gold links emphasized her narrow waist.

In the short time Nesaea had spent in Sazukford, Lynira had taught her never to feel guilt for using the gifts born to her. Lynira used her gifts to gain wealth and notoriety, selling that which could be bought anywhere for a fraction of the price. “Peddle exclusivity,” she had advised, “and you’ll never want for gold.”

Adding to Lynira’s charming allure, a snowy owl perched on her arm, yellow eyes on the fops surrounding its mistress. It was no exaggeration to say that men crossed realms and treacherous seas for a mere glance at Lynira. Gaining an audience with her was tantamount to visiting royalty. Even if they heard from Lynira’s lips that she had been born in slattern’s hovel in the Dreamer’s Quarter of Sazukford, none would have believed it. Watching her now, with her almost magical grace and aplomb, even Nesaea found the story hard to believe.

The owl’s head turned all the way round, fixed its golden stare on Nesaea. Some of those gathered near Lynira looked, too. Their eyes widened at the sight of Nesaea’s wagons. When Lynira tossed a glance over her shoulder, delighted surprise erased some of her composure. She hastily invited her guests indoors, while she escaped the pillared terrace and stopped below Nesaea. Deep brown eyes favored her onetime pupil with a wry appraisal.

“Lady Nesaea,” Lynira said, with a knowing wink and a graceful curtsy. “I see now the rumors are true. You and your Maidens of the Lyre have done as well as I have heard.”

Nesaea smiled warmly. “I have you to thank.”

“I trust you have not come to steal my business?”

“Of course not,” Nesaea said. “But I dare say I can increase it while I am here, if you are in need of performers.”

“I have many performers.”

“My girls are not that sort,” Nesaea explained. “We sing and dance and entice. The rest, I leave to you.”

“I had heard that, as well, but did not believe,” Lynira said, in the musing tone of a shrewd proprietor. “Very well. I accept your offer. Even if your girls sing like screeching cats, you are welcome.”

“I must warn you,” Nesaea said, “I come to Sazukford not to entertain, but to find someone I have not seen in many years. In seeking him, I may bring danger upon you.”

Lynira laughed, a bold, throaty sound. “You let me worry about danger, girl. Now, get down off that gaudy cart, and tell me all about your wanderings. My men will take your caravan around back, for safekeeping.”

“What of your guests?” Nesaea said, nodding to a few men who lingered just outside the burnished silver doors of the inn. They jostled one another for a better look at Lynira and the newcomers, like lovesick fools.

Lynira flashed a mischievous grin. “My absence makes them even more ravenous for my attention. By the time you tell me what you’ve been up to, they will be ready to kill for my affection.” At Nesaea’s stunned look, Lynira laughed all the harder.

Chapter 9

 

 

 

Lynira glided through the common room of the Silver Archer, speaking to some patrons, laughing with others. When anyone made to stop her, she brushed past so smoothly they did not recognize the rebuff. Nesaea followed, becoming once again the young woman running from her past, and toward an uncertain future.

Lynira led them into a sumptuous chamber filled with cushioned chairs covered in colorful silks and dark velvet. She motioned for Nesaea to sit, closed the door, poured two cups of wine. 

“I love you like a daughter,” she said, pressing the wine into Nesaea’s waiting hand. “As such, I know you didn’t come here to visit.” Save when dealing with customers, the mistress of the Silver Archer had never been one for idle chatter.

“I have need of a favor,” Nesaea admitted, savoring the vintage in her hammered gold cup.

Lynira pulled a chair close to Nesaea’s, and sat back with a thankful sigh. “Favors typically demand recompense. For you, though … only ask, and I will see it done.”

“I seek an audience with Lord Arthard.”

Lynira slammed her cup down on a gilded end table hard enough to slosh wine over the lip. “You are mad, if you think I would send you into the presence of that snake. Not for all the gold in all the realm, would I put you into his hands.”

“That is much gold,” Nesaea said, smiling over the rim of her cup. “I am not asking you to do anything I do not want.”

“Arthard is a monster I’d not offer up to my worst enemy. And trust that I have more than a few who deserve to be skinned alive and staked atop an anthill. Arthard is the worst of the lot. Just this past fortnight, the greedy wretch sent his thugs to burn me out.”

“Truly?”

“Last winter he determined the levies I pay are not enough. I am not alone. He has beggared most honest merchants and tradesfolk in Sazukford. The dishonest, well, that sort never suffers long. Since the River Idoril serves as the only quick way to get bloodwood timber to Millport and the Sea of Muika, he has increased the levies tenfold on passing barges. The fool will destroy Sazukford, without ever recognizing how or why. On top of it all, he demanded I share his bed. When I told him to go sell his arse in Giliron, he rightly took that as a declaration of war.”

“Yet the Silver Archer still stands.”

“Only because I have the queen’s blessing, and the love of many in Sazukford. If not for those, Arthard would have strung me up in one of his cages. Still, he is not a man easily thwarted. By secretive, fiendish means, he has done all he can to make my life miserable.”

“I saw the cages outside the wall,” Nesaea said, remembering the ring-thief.

“Arthard loves them,” Lynira seethed. “In the last year, he has doubled their number.”

“Punishing criminals is the duty of highborn,” Nesaea said, tone neutral. “As I recall, Sazukford has more than its share of lawless.”

“I’ll grant you, Sazukford is surely no righteous city, but is it a noble’s duty to tax beggars and cripples? And when those unfortunates cannot pay, is it duty to hang them beside murderers?”

“Surely it’s not so bad?”

“Worse,” Lynira said, gulping her wine down. “There has been more than one urchin hung to die. That’s why he tried to burn me out. When I spoke against him, with half the Dreamer’s Quarter at my back, he sent us off with arrows dropping all around. Later, a runner delivered a message telling me I could leave Sazukford peaceably, or die. Naturally, Arthard has hidden his tracks well, fearing the queen’s reprisal. As it stands there is only my word against his.”

“Where will you go?”

“Nowhere,” Lynira said darkly. “By right of birth, Arthard holds Dionis Keep, but I have earned my place in Sazukford. He is nothing but a tiny shit of a man with title and lands. The only thing he has earned is the hatred of most folk in the city. If it is war he wants, then he will have it.”

Nesaea sipped her wine, waiting patiently for her former mentor to continue. In time, she did.

“Tell me, why do you want to see Arthard?”

“His court magician, Sytheus Vonterel, is my father.”

“Tragedy upon tragedy,” Lynira said regretfully.

“What do you mean?”

“Arthard’s magician proved disappointing to his master. For tricks and conjuring, illusions and sleight-of-hand, Sytheus served well enough. But he had made other promises that, when called upon, he failed to deliver. Arthard’s niece came down with a bloody flux, and the magician could not heal her.”

“She died?”

“Nothing so dire. Otherwise the magician would be bones in a cage, rather than locked in the lord’s dungeon. A common hedge witch proved more adept with her potions. The girl is hale as ever.”

Nesaea imagined her father as he had been, with his love of rich food and a portliness to prove it, his love of sunlight and laughter. Now those things were denied him, locked as he was in darkness and damp. Sytheus Vonterel had ever been a man to believe his skills greater than they were, and now he was paying for his conceit.

Lynira’s silence drew her attention.

“You have thought of something?”

Lynira nodded. “I cannot give you an audience, but often those who have the skill to escape the inescapable, say a certain girl who escaped the bonds of a Giliron pleasure slave, also have the skill to enter where they don’t belong.”

“You know a secret way into the keep?”

“Before you agree,” Lynira said, holding up a cautioning finger, “I must take back what I said about favors.”

“Name your fee,” Nesaea said, doing her best to keep the hesitation from her voice. She quite literally owed Lynira her life, both for keeping her safe from the men who had followed her from Giliron, and for sowing into her mind and heart the means by which she could make her way in the world.

“One thing I ask,” Lynira said, “and it is no harder than what you intend.” Nesaea accepted that with a nod. “I would have you leave a note, something to prick Arthard’s pride, and to give warning that he is not untouchable.”

“And if I fail?” Nesaea asked.

“Why, then, dear child,” Lynira said flatly, “you will surely die, and my heart will be broken.”

Chapter 10

 

 

 

“Run!” Nesaea cried. She tried to reach Rathe, sensing a grave threat closing in on him, but unseen bonds held her in a cold embrace.

Rathe did not hear her. He turned a slow circle, sword raised against darting, stealthy foes. Thick mist plastered his black hair to his brow. Concern etched his hard, dark face. 

“Run!” she cried again.

Rathe reached blindly with a free hand, grasping at shadows. His lips moved, but made no sound. Equally silent were the figures emerging from the murk to slowly surrounded him. Rathe thrust his head forward, intent on one of those shapes, never seeing the others at his back.

“Behind you!”

Nesaea bolted upright in her bed, a quaking hand at her throat. A dream. Only a dream. She wanted to believe it, but could not. Never had a foretelling come on her so vividly. Or was it only a dream, dark and frightening, to be sure, but no more real for all that?

As her heart slowed, sleep cleared from her eyes and mind, and she began to doubt. She had never seen through the veil of the present without using enchantments or magical devices. Even then, she saw only reflections of fate, vague impressions attached to the accursed or the blessed. With the dream of Rathe, there was a difference. She had never witnessed anything so clear, as if she shared his destiny.

“We share nothing,” she murmured bitterly, fighting back tears. “It was only a dream. He is gone, and good riddance.”

The gray light of dawn seeped through a porthole in the wagon, telling Nesaea it was time to prepare. She climbed out of bed, tugged off her sweaty shift, hung it to dry. She opened the carved doors of a corner wardrobe, frowned at the fine gowns and dresses. Today, her usual garments would not do. In a drawer at the bottom, she found a pair of snug leather breeches, a linen tunic, a leather vest, and a long brown cloak of thin wool. Hunting garb. Perfect.

After dressing, she cinched an iron-studded belt about her waist, tied back her sable hair, and pulled on a pair of knee-high boots. Next she gathered everything she would need. A belt knife and a short sword, she would wear in plain sight. Two daggers and lock picks, she tucked into hidden sheaths sewn into her boots. A third set of picks she tucked into a pocket inside her breeches. One could never be too safe. A few choice potions, and the folded scrap of parchment Lynira had given her, found a home in small leather purse at her belt.

She considered the two fist-sized orbs resting in bronze sconces attached to the bedposts. The orbs looked like glass, but were not. The Eyes of Nami-Ja, named for the Giliron god of light, had been given to her by a wizard after hearing her sing. Each gave off golden light. She had only seen that light fail once, when she told Rathe he had been marked by the Khenasith, the Black Breath, an inescapable spirit-curse of ill fortune. As far as she could tell, the woe of the Khenasith also fell upon those foolish enough to become enamored with Rathe. She refused to name her feelings for him love. Who is he to decide what is best for me? she thought angrily.

She jammed one orb into a leather sack, pulled the drawstring tight, and hung it off her belt. Leaving her at Valdar the way he had, supposedly for her protection, still sounded too much like an excuse to be rid of her. She could still feel the brush of his lips over hers, a chaste farewell kiss under Queen Erryn’s heated gaze, before he and Loro had ridden into the forest. She had watched until he vanished, and not once had he turned back. She departed Valdar the following morning.

Cursing Rathe for a mud-headed dolt, and naming herself twice the fool for getting entangled in his roguish charms, she spun a windlass. The hatch of her wagon ratcheted open, becoming a set of narrow steps with a loud mechanical clacking. She climbed out into the cool of the dawn.

“I trust you did not think to go adventuring without me?” Fira asked, coming around the wagon’s bowsprit. Much the same as Nesaea, she had garbed herself as a woodland ranger, and carried an exquisite bone-and-wood bow, in addition to the short sword strapped to her back. Her fiery hair hung in a thick braid.

Nesaea twisted a wooden rosette beneath the paw of a winged leopard carved into the side of her wagon, and the hatch ratcheted closed. “If this were an adventure, I would have invited you along.”

“Invited or not, I’m going.” Fira folded her arms, her chin jutting defiantly. “I heard Lynira speaking when she brought you down last night, so I know whatever you are up to is dangerous, and you will need help.”

Nesaea had seen the stubborn look in the woman’s green eyes before. There was no use trying to change her mind. “Seeing as you have already dressed for the outing, I suppose there’s no point telling you no.”

Fira’s face lit up with a wide smile, and she fairly bounced on her toes. “Where are we going?”

“If we’re not careful, to our deaths,” Nesaea said, trying to temper the woman’s enthusiasm. Her effort failed.

“I’ve already saddled the horses,” Fira announced, and raced to the stables across the sprawling yard behind the Silver Archer. Of all her girls, Fira was the most skilled fighter, the most eager to join battle. She could also dance so seductively as to enthrall any enemy. How those two attributes went together, Nesaea had never figured out, but she had to admit she was glad for the company.

After telling the gate guard they had awoke with the song of the hunt in their veins, they rode out of Sazukford. The guard allowed that it was a fine morning to bag a pheasant or two, and cautioned them to avoid the lands north of the city, Lord Arthard’s private preserve. They accepted the warning with beaming smiles and gushing thanks, road out of Sazukford, and promptly turned north.

A few miles outside the city, Nesaea and Fira halted their horses atop a grassy hill overlooking an ancient graveyard. Tall grass and briars had overgrown most of it, leaving the roofs of several burial vaults poking up. Beyond those, the rolling amber plain stretched north to the hazed feet of the Gyntors. Peaks grim and dark and jagged reached all the way to the Sea of Muika, and beyond. Even from afar, that barrier to the Iron Marches held an air of foreboding. Only crazed traders and unwitting fools dared cross the spine of the Gyntors, what with its abundance of unspeakable creatures and haunted places.

Fira’s attention rested elsewhere. “How can a thing of gold be so ugly?” she asked, lips turned down in distaste.

“Not ugly, merely stark,” Nesaea said.

Dionis Keep sat atop a jutting blade of rock, both made golden by the rising sun. The keep’s curtain wall stood high, buttressed by a score of drum towers pocked with arrow loops. A stone bridge, supported with a dozen high arches, spanned the eastern flank of the River Idoril, and ended at a drawbridge.

“You really think your father is in there?” Fira asked.

“Lynira believes he is.”

“Are you sure you care to risk your neck for the man who never sought you out—”

Nesaea cut her off with a brisk shake of her head. “I swore an oath to myself, and it remains unfulfilled. Besides, as I believed he was killed, my father doubtless believed I was dead, along with  my mother.” 

She was not so sure about that. If Sytheus had returned to their razed home, he would have found Nesaea was not among the dead. Raids around Alhaz were not common, but when they occurred, those taken usually ended up in Giliron. She had loved her father deeply, but even as a girl she had known he was more coward than warrior. She had never hated him for it, but until the day she escaped Giliron on her own, she had looked for his coming.

“Forgive me for saying,” Fira said, interrupting Nesaea’s thoughts, “but I do not like what you intend.”

“It will not be easy,” Nesaea agreed, knowing Fira would dislike what came next. “I need you to guard the entrance.”

“I should join you!”

“Not this time,” Nesaea said.

“And if someone happens along, say a few of Lord Arthard’s men?”

“First and foremost, stay out of sight.” Nesaea pointed out the vault she planned to enter, easily large enough to conceal a woman and two horses. “If you are seen, do what you must to dissuade them from investigating too carefully.”

The challenge brightened Fira’s eyes, put a fetching dimple in one cheek. “Don’t fret over that.”

Nesaea heeled her mount and led Fira down the grassy slope, passed through the stone gate letting into the graveyard, and wended through the prickly brush to the burial vault. Its façade, all of snowy marble and heavily engraved, resembled a miniature palace, more than a resting place for old bones.

Lynira had assured her the structure served as the entrance to a secret passage that traveled under the river. Looking across the sluggish green breadth of the Idoril, imagining some secret way under it, all damp and dark, Nesaea had second thoughts about making the journey. I have to try, she thought, dismounting.

After they secured their horses, Nesaea parted the brush at the back of the vault, revealing a small iron door. Retrieving her lock picks, she set to work opening the door. After several tries, she heard a series of soft snicks. She carefully twisted the picks, retracting the bolt.

Nesaea tucked away her tools, then cautiously pushed the door inward on groaning hinges. The smell of dust and damp washed over her.

“Sure you want me to stay behind?” Fira asked, looking past Nesaea into the waiting darkness.

“No,” Nesaea admitted, drawing the Eye of Nami-Ja from its leather pouch. “But it’s better for you to guard my escape, than to allow someone to bar my way.”

Fira glanced round the graveyard, then to the top of the hill they had descended. “Very well,” she said reluctantly.

“Just keep your head down,” Nesaea said with more confidence than she felt. “And make sure you close the door after me. If you have to hide, I don’t want anyone to think grave robbers are about.”

She entered the mausoleum before Fira could give a reason not to. The glowing orb lit the way down a set of narrow stone steps. Behind her, the door shut with a low boom, severing the daylight.

Chapter 11

 

 

 

At the bottom of the steps, Nesaea found dust coating everything except an iron sepulcher centered in the small chamber. It looked to have been swept clean, and shone dull gray. Nesaea ran her hand over its cool, pitted surface, seeking the head of a graven lion. There were many, but according to Lynira, the one she sought should be loose.

She had circled the sepulcher twice before her fingers chanced upon the right lion. She gave it a wiggle, then pushed hard. A low clunk sounded, followed by a grinding noise. The lid began to clank and shudder open.

Nesaea held the Eye of Nami-Ja high, and drew her belt knife, the little girl she had once been certain some walking horror was about to creep out. Nothing escaped, save a strong boggy odor, and the faint wail of wind.

She edged closer, peeked inside. Instead of a cobwebbed corpse wrapped in grave clothes, she saw another set of stone steps leading down into darkness so thick that even the Eye of Nami-Ja could not penetrate it. She took a fearful step back before halting herself.

Instead of abandoning the quest, Nesaea visualized her father, a man she had not seen in two decades. She remembered his laughter, always quick and easy, even when things went wrong for him, which they almost always did. For the first time in all her travels, there was a better than good chance he waited just ahead. And if he was locked in some musty dungeon, no matter what he might have done to earn imprisonment, he needed her help.

She took a deep breath, climbed onto the edge of the sepulcher, and started down. The deeper she went into the earth, the cooler and damper the air became. Where the walls started off as dressed stone, they soon became roughhewn rock, slicked by dripping moisture, and knobby with pale fungus.

At the bottom, she came to a wide cave with a low ceiling. Mud squished under her riding boots. In places where her light did not shine, vermin chattered. When she raised the orb overhead, stealthy shapes slithered out of sight. Here and there, small eyes reflected light, blinking with more curiosity than fear.

After casting about and finding nothing of interest beyond a rotten barrel and a yellowed skeleton that might have belonged to a cat, Nesaea struck off at a quick clip.

The passage ran straight and true for a long time. With each step, the sound of wind grew louder. A little farther on, she discovered not wind, but a stream rushing through a crack in one wall, and vanishing into another crack in the opposite wall.

After leaping across it, she pressed on until coming to a door of iron bars. When she brushed a finger against one, rust flaked off, but the remaining iron was thick as her wrist. A lock and a coil of heavy chain secured the door.

Nesaea tried to get at the lock with her picks, but it was on the wrong side of the bars. She withdrew a small vial from a pocket sewn inside her cloak. The fluid within the container was not magical, but to anyone unlearned in alchemy, the results would appear so.

With the utmost care, she pried off the cork stopper, dribbled a few drops into the lock’s keyhole. Her elbow struck an iron bar, jostling a few more drops in. Nesaea caught her breath. Too much of any good thing could go bad in a hurry. With a sharp hiss, tendrils of smoke began drifting out of the aperture. As an acrid stench filled the cave, the round body of the iron lock started glowing, as if heated in a forge fire. A few seconds more, and it began to deform, slowly elongating and stretching to the floor. More smoke billowed, and glowing drops of molten iron began dripping to sizzle and hiss in the mud.

Nesaea backed away, trying to remember if the alchemist she had bought the concoction from had mentioned anything to be wary of. Nothing came to mind, but that did not mean much, as many practitioners of the arcane were never exactly sure how their creations worked. Other than the pungent smoke, which burned her eyes and throat, the fluid was working as presented. In short order, she would be able to knock the lock loose and—

The explosion came without warning, hurling her back the way she had come. Twisted iron bars rained down around her, and she wrapped her arms around her head. The smell of scorched metal filled her nostrils.

After a few seconds, Nesaea sat up and wiped the mud off her face. A terrible ringing filled her ears. When she blinked, she saw the blinding white afterimage of the eruption.

In the glow of the Eye of Nami-Ja, she quickly checked herself for wounds, but only found tender spots on her forehead and chest. By the following dawn, she expected numerous bruises.

If I live so long, she thought, peering down the rocky passage. It seemed impossible that anyone could have missed hearing the blast.

Water sprinkled down on her head from spidery cracks radiating out from the point where the iron-barred door had been anchored. There was no telling how deep she was, but the river flowed somewhere overhead. She swallowed, wondering if the bedrock had been weakened enough to collapse.

Fearing the worst, Nesaea plucked the glowing orb out of the mud, and ran. She did not slow until coming to a short set of steps leading up to a thick oaken door. She listened for any sounds behind her. Between her gasps, and the fading ring in her ears, she heard nothing.

Taking that as a promising sign, she covered the light of the orb beneath her cloak, dropped to her knees, and searched the gap under the door. Nothing moved, and no light shone. If no one is here, then no one would have heard the explosion, she thought, with a thread of hope.

Freeing the Eye of Nami-Ja from her cloak, she picked the lock, pulled the door open wide enough to slip through, closed it behind her. She raised the orb to get her bearings, and discovered that she stood on a landing at the base of another set of steps carved into the rock.

She climbed until her calves burned from the effort, but did not slow. The stair came to a narrow hallway lit by smoky torches. The smell of overflowing chamber pots and the sour reek of soiled flesh invaded her nostrils. Doubtless, the dungeon lay close by. A moment later, a man’s distant howl of pain confirmed her assumption.

Nesaea drew her short sword and set out again over uneven floor tiles. Lynira had told that unless Lord Arthard’s torturer was needed, no one but a lone gaoler ever ventured beyond the keep’s lower basements. She was counting on the word of her mentor, and more, on the word of those who had given Lynira the secrets of Dionis Keep. If Lynira was wrong, then Nesaea’s entire plan would fall apart.

She swept by storerooms, some with doors, most without. Other than a few barrels, most of the rooms waited dark and empty. Rats and spiders skittered in profusion along the corridor. Threadbare tapestries hung on the walls. She passed an arched stairwell leading up into darkness, doubtless to the keep’s storage basements. Before her, the hallway sloped down to a landing, where the gaoler, clad in leather and mail, reclined in a chair. His mouth hung slack, his bottom lip wet with drool.

Nesaea drew another of her vials, tiptoed next to him. When close enough, she drew in a deep breath and held it, popped the cork stopper, and waved the vial under his nose. The gaoler bolted upright, and Nesaea scrambled back. Before he could utter a word, his eyes rolled up, and he slumped off the chair to crash against the floor. Putting away the vial, Nesaea smiled to herself. The man would sleep for a day, and wake with no memory of her.

The howling man she had heard earlier screamed again. Nesaea’s nose wrinkled against the scent of charred flesh. The torturer was hard at his labors. She steeled herself for what she might find.

Dark and dank, the passage coiled down into the foundations of Dionis Keep. The farther she went, the worse the smells became, and the louder the man’s cries grew. She heard a phlegmy chuckle that raised the hair on her scalp. Then came a sizzling sound, followed by a scream of agony. Nesaea clutched the leather-wrapped hilt of her sword.

The winding corridor ended, and the floor widened into a stone ramp that let out on the floor of the dungeon. A few torches guttered, but a sinister light poured from a wide opening in one wall, giving the hanging smoke a reddish cast. The walls wept in the cool damp, as if flowing with blood. Indifferent rats slunk about, nosed through the clumps of moldy straw pilled in the corners.

Beyond what Nesaea guessed was the torture room, a vaulted passage, with barred doors on either side, ran into thick darkness. If her father was indeed a prisoner here, she had to somehow get past the opening of the torture room to find him.

“Believe me,” a breathless man begged, “I stole nothing. The steward’s mistaken.”

“You mean to say, he’s a liar?” came a man’s phlegmy reply, his voice oddly cultured for one with such a monstrous trade. 

“No! Mistaken. Only that.”

“I must say, the steward names you the liar. That puts us in a quandary. I dare say, if you seek to counter the steward’s claim, Lord Arthard would be more than willing to hear you out. Of course, to accuse any in his lordship’s household of such deception requires evidence. If such evidence exists, beyond your word, you must reveal it.” 

“N-no,” the first man gibbered. “There’s no evidence, as I took nothing.”

A heavy pause filled the air with portent. “It strikes me, Palto, that I’ve never actually accused you of taking anything, nor have I named the steward as your accuser. For all you know, Lord Arthard conceived that I needed to hone my skills, and you were simply chosen out by ill fortune.”

“What … what do you mean?”

“What I mean, is that out of all the crimes for which you could have been sent to me, you chose to deny thievery. As it happens, that is the very crime leveled against you. So, either you are a thief who has never been caught, and so suffers a pained conscious … or you are guilty, just as the steward claimed.”

The pause came again, gaining weight, until Palto blubbered, “’Twas just bread, Odran! A loaf, only that!”

“Ah, now we come to it,” Odran the torturer said, sounding reasonable, sympathetic. Under his voice, Nesaea heard the sounds of iron scraping against iron, the pumping of a bellows. The red light oozing out of the torture room grew brighter.

“Alas, it always begins so,” Odran said. “First a hungry belly compels the fool to steal a bite of bread. Nothing more, mind you, nothing anyone would miss, and surely not the fat cook, who doubtless pilfers more than her share. Otherwise, why is she so fat? Am I correct?” Odran did not wait for an answer. 

“But the unpunished hand soon grows bolder, yes? Yesterday a heel of bread, today a loaf. On the morrow, mayhap the shameless mind seeks something precious.” The rough sound of iron scraping over iron came again. “Tell me, dear Palto, how brazen is the thief who would steal from his lord’s own table? How much more would such a base creature take, if given half a chance?”

“Just the bread,” Palto wailed. “Nothing more. Never was more than that—” 

A spitting sizzle cut him off, and he began to scream. Nesaea heard the violent rattling of chains, and Odran’s clotted laughter. 

She slid along the wall, peeked round the corner. The torturer’s back was to her, a slender man clad in leather trousers and a bloodstained tunic. He danced around Palto with a light-footed grace. The thrashing naked prisoner dangled by shackled wrists from a chain running through a pulley bolted to the ceiling. With an elaborate flourish, Odran swept a sharp, glowing iron across Palto’s chest, much the same as a painter working brushes over taut canvas. Each enthusiastic stroke swayed the wispy fringe of white hair hanging from Odran’s head. Where that molten-red tip touched bare flesh, it left smoking lines and charred blisters, and set Palto to shrieking anew.

Nesaea strode forward and cracked the flat of her blade across the back of Odran’s skull. The torturer hissed and spun away, one hand at the bloody knot she had given him, the other brandishing his cruel instrument.

“Mathun!” he cried. “We are beset!”

“If Mathun is the gaoler,” Nesaea said, “he will not be coming.”

“You killed him?” Odran said in disbelief, the poker falling from his hand.

Palto, face drenched in sweat, eyes huge with pain, looked between them, then slumped in his bindings, chin dropping to his chest in exhaustion.

“I merely put Mathun to sleep, which is fairer treatment than you will receive, if you do not tell me where to find Sytheus Vonterel.”

“Who?” Odran asked unconvincingly.

Nesaea stepped closer, ready to swat the torturer another blow. “The court magician. Take me to his cell.”

“He’s not here,” Odran quailed, dropping his hand from his head to risk a look. A small crimson smear adorned his palm. By his mewling squeak and the horrified look on his face, Nesaea could almost believe he was not a merchant of pain.

“As you despise thieves,” Nesaea said, “I despise liars.”

Odran backed away, jammed his skinny backside into a corner. “I’ve no desire to lie. He’s not here, I say. Has not been, near on a month.”

“Then where?”

Odran clamped his lips tight. Nesaea closed on him, the point of her sword directed at his heart. “Skalos!” he blurted.

Instead of hope, his answer filled Nesaea with dread. “You must be mistaken.” 

Odran shook his head. “Lord Arthard sent him off. For what, I cannot imagine.”

“And, once freed, what could possibly hold my father to such a perilous journey?”

Odran swallowed, face firming toward resistance. Nesaea jabbed the tip of her sword against the man’s throat.

“Very well,” Odran squawked. Nesaea did not relent. She pushed the tip deeper, until the torturer babbled, “Lord Arthard holds the magician’s daughter for ransom until he returns!”

“I’m his daughter, imbecile. Do I look held, be it for ransom or otherwise?”

Odran’s eyes bulged. “No! Of course not, no. But I have seen the girl in your father’s presence, and he did not deny her. Why she is unknown to you is a question you must inquire of him.”

“Where is this girl?” Nesaea asked, masking her surprise at having a half-sister.

“I cannot answer,” Odran said, more composed. He smiled weakly. “I am my lord’s man, but he does not confide in me on such grave matters. Rumor has it that she was sent away, lest the magician get up to any mischief. He has powers, that one, if erratic.”

That sounds like Father, Nesaea thought, her flimsy doubts fading. She made to turn away, then whirled back and thumped Odran a blow to the temple. He collapsed like a sack of grain.

In her search of the cells, she found a few hollow-eyed men who had the look of bandits, but none matched her father. Unless he had discovered some magic to transform his appearance, he was good and truly gone.

But did he go to Skalos, where Odran claimed?

Following him was the only sure way to find out, and if not for those conniving monks who made Skalos their home, she would not have believed the torturer. As Sytheus Vonterel, and many like him down through the years, had bought his skills from those black-hearted mystics, it seemed likely Odran had spoken the truth. As for Arthard’s interest in the monks, he must have learned from Sytheus of their very special wares, and desired some for himself.

After coming back to the torture chamber and cranking a winch to lower the groggy bread-thief to the floor, she used a key taken from Odran’s belt to unfasten his shackles. 

“Bless you,” Palto gasped. 

“Keep your gratitude until after you escape Dionis Keep,” Nesaea said.

He struggled up on an elbow, wincing at the pains Odran had given him. “Won’t you help?”

“I’ve already helped you enough to land me in your chains.” Nesaea tossed the gaoler’s keys on the floor beside Palto. “Free those you trust from the cells, and make your way as you will.”

Palto looked at the keys, bowed his head in gratitude.

Nesaea turned to leave, then called over her shoulder, “The next time you steal bread, do not get caught. Better yet, don’t steal again. Better still, get yourself far from Sazukford.”

Palto accepted the advice with a weary smile, and Nesaea left him there, knowing the fool would probably not heed her.

Before making her escape, she paused beside the unconscious gaoler, rooted through the small leather purse at her belt, pulled out Lynira’s warning note to Arthard. She dropped it on the gaoler’s chair, and fled. 

Skalos. She shivered at the name, almost wished she had never stopped in the Blue Piper to hear mention of her father fall from the lips of stranger.
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The first night after escaping Deepreach, the trail had led Rathe and Loro farther up the river gorge, deeper into the frigid Gyntors. The higher they climbed, the smaller the river became. Over the following days the forest thinned, giving way to talus slopes patched with broad fields of snow and ice. The mists remained, thick enough at times you could scarcely see a hand in front of your face.

Horge never returned. It seemed certain the ratlike fellow had become a feast for Tulfa and his vile kindred, something Rathe would not wish upon his worst enemy. Wish it or not, he had been unable to spare the man a gruesome end, and that pained a part of him he had forgotten existed.

One morning, with the sun fighting to burn off the mist, Rathe and Loro found themselves camped at the end of a vale filled with a partially frozen lake. Blade-shaped, the lake ran to the rock-strewn base of a distant mountain.

“Have we ventured into some frozen realm of the Abyss no man has ever imagined?” Loro grumbled, gnawing the last of their smoked meat. “Gods and demons, I swear I pissed ice this morning.”

Rathe rubbed his hands together over the fire, working numbness from his fingers. “Better than being in Tulfa’s belly.”

“At least we’d be warm there.”

“And dead. Of course, by now, Tulfa and his shadowkin would’ve long since shit us out.”

Loro glanced at the horses, whose ribs were becoming more prominent by the day. They made busy munching frosty blades of grass. Like their masters, they had little hope of finding enough to sustain them. “Give it a few more days, and we’ll be as dead here as there.”

Rathe eyed Loro, noted his girth had diminished even more, and could not argue the point. He stood up, feeling old and boney himself. “I’ll check the snares.”

Loro grunted in answer. Their snares had provided scant few hares in the lowlands. Up here, where winter never seemed to die, they had captured only cold air.

As Rathe moved away from their miserable camp, he eased an inch of his sword from the scabbard, making sure ice had not welded it in place the night before. He had heard of such, but never expected to be somewhere that he would need to take the precaution.

He lost sight of Loro and the lake behind a screen of gray boulders and a stand of hoary spruce. The trees had the height of saplings, no taller than a man, but he detected untold years in their rough bark and tough, springy limbs, hung all over with coarse black moss.

Mist enveloped him before he reached the first snare, set where two boulders had fallen together. It was empty. Rathe looped the leather cord around his wrist, moved to the next snare, set in a clump of wiry brush. Nothing. He kept on, gradually making his way downslope, until reaching the last of six snares. Like all the others, it was as bereft of game as the moment he had set it.

He stiffened when an indistinct shape slid through the fog farther down the slope. So the hunter still hunts, he mused, too cold and too weary to feel alarm. Neither condition could stave off smoldering outrage.

“Show yourself, and make an end of this!” he shouted.

The fog devoured his voice. In the still that followed, Rathe heard laughter, recognized the shadow-man’s contemptuous mockery. He waited, expectant, but his invitation went unanswered.

“Fear hones a man to his sharpest,” the shadow-man had said. Rathe guessed there might be a bit of truth to that. He also guessed his adversary’s true purpose was not to sharpen him, but to wear him down, get him jumping at every flicker and sound, so much that he started second-guessing himself and let down his guard.

“I grow weary, coward!” Rathe shouted.

Silence again.

With an oath, Rathe spun on his heel and started back. He did not go far before the laughter came again, unmistakable, darkly amused. Rathe pressed his lips together. When the man came, whether as spirit or flesh, Rathe would be ready. And by Ahnok, he hoped to fare better than he had the first time.

When Rathe returned to camp, Loro shot him a curious look. He had already saddled the gray, and was tacking his red. “An ill thing, challenging the wind.” 

The fire had gone to smoldering ash. Without speaking, Rathe squatted and warmed his hands over their dying heat.

Keeping an eye on his companion, Loro cinched the girth strap. “By your sourness, I expect you must have seen something to put your back up.”

“Someone hunts us,” Rathe said quietly, “but, too, he is toying with us. Or, maybe, just me.”

“Truly?”

“I’ve seen him twice,” Rathe confessed. He showed Loro the cuts in his cloak. “The first time, we fought. Suffice to say, he bested me. Easily. That was before we came to Deepreach.”

“And you said nothing?”

Rathe shrugged. “He is no man, but a shadow. I think.”

“Gods and demons,” Loro snarled. “We have to get free of these accursed mountains.”

“Just so. But as I saw him again, just now, I expect he’ll try to stop us.”

Eyes wide, Loro looked down the trail. “Did he say something to give you that idea?”

“Not words,” Rathe said. “He laughed, the way a headsman might, just before dropping the axe.”

Loro took that as an invitation to mount up, and Rathe joined him.

It took them most of the day to skirt the lake. Never did the mists fully lift, nor the day warm. Rathe’s hope of soon getting free of the mountains perished at the sight of the trail climbing into yet another gorge, this one cut through by another small, ice-choked stream. Rathe heeled his mount forward before his disappointment could get a strong foothold in his heart, or Loro could begin complaining.

The path was steeper and rockier than any they had yet climbed, the going made slower by deep snow laid over uneven rock. They kept on until dusk turned the constant fog pink.

“That’s the first likely place to make camp I’ve seen all day,” Rathe said, drawing rein at the mouth of a brushy ravine. He was tired and cold. Of hunger, he avoided considering. If they were to fill their bellies, it would be with snow.

“Aye, if we can find dry tinder—” 

Loro cut off when a figure burst free of clinging brambles, one step ahead of a shaggy black beast with curved horns, its back loaded down with bundles of fur, banging pots, and wicker panniers.

Rathe recognized the man. Loro saw something else. Before Rathe could stop him, Loro heeled his mount into a scrambling gallop, his sword out and swinging. 

The running man gave a terrified squeal, the beast at his back grunted like an enraged boar, and then Loro was upon them both, roaring a battle cry.
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Rathe searched the darkness away from camp. Nothing crept, and he heard no mocking laughter. A breath of wind had picked up, just enough to tear the mist to tatters. For the first time since coming into the Gyntors, stars glinted overhead, cold as chips of ice strewn over black silk. Below them, daunting mountain peaks rose up, moon-lit flanks stark white and laced with black ridges. He prayed the dawn would bring clear skies and some hint of warmth. As well hope for a banquet at a lord’s high table, he thought sourly.

Satisfied as he could be nothing intended to attack the camp, he picked his way back up into the ravine. Horge sat across the fire with a handful of crusty snow pressed against a bloody lump on the side of his head that Loro had given him. If not for the wretched man’s pack animal, which had protectively shouldered into Loro’s charging horse, Horge would have lost his skull to a vicious sword stroke.

“What sort of beast is that?” Rathe asked, his tone light. He took a seat on a rock and reached his hands to the flames of their fire.

Horge looked to the creature grazing the sparse grass near the disinterested horses. “Samba is a yak.”

Rathe remembered the name from Deepreach, when Horge had mentioned his beast of burden. Having lost too many warhorses to spears and swords and arrows during his time among the Ghosts of Ahnok, he had never taken the habit of naming animals.

“Truly, friend,” Loro said in an aggrieved voice, “I am sorry to have cracked your head. I thought you were, ah, something else, is all.”

Horge scowled through strings of greasy black hair. “You mean to say, something other than a man?” His fur coat and leather leggings might have been pilfered from a forgotten crypt. Aside from shadowkin, he was the most ragged looking man Rathe had ever laid eyes on.

“I suppose so,” Loro said, gaze flicking to Rathe and away. “We’ve heard it told there are fell creatures in these mountains. After those monsters in Deepreach, and with the way you looked coming out of the bushes, well.…” Loro shrugged.

Horge tossed the bloody clump of snow away with a sigh. “’Tis me who should be sorry. I must have put a terrible fright into you, yelling like that.”

Loro showed a rare grace in not denying his fear. He spoiled it by asking, “I don’t suppose you have a haunch of mutton, or the like, stowed away in your baggage?”

Horge’s face lit up. “No mutton, but this morning I caught three of the fattest trout you’ve ever seen. The least I can do is share, as you spared me from Tulfa’s gullet and—” He cut off, looking as if he had been about to reveal a grave secret.

“And what?” Rathe asked. It was not as though he mistrusted the man, but Horge had a look about him, a jittery agitation that put him ill at ease.

Without answering, or appearing to hear the question, Horge flitted across the rough camp, began rooting through a wicker pannier.

There was no question in Rathe’s mind he was hiding something. Loro shot him a questioning look. Rathe made a soothing gesture, in case Loro got it into his skull to wallop Horge again. Horge might be hiding something, but Rathe could hardly fault him for secrecy amongst newly met men, even if they had saved him from getting roasted on a spit.

“Samba the yak,” Loro said musingly. “Save for that shaggy coat and long tail, your beast looks like a cow. How do they taste?”

Horge spun, scandalized. “Yaks are too valuable for eating! Why, their milk makes perfect cheese, their fur can be woven into fine coats, they pack in places a goat cannot walk, and.…” He trailed off with a sheepish look. Rathe nodded for him to go on. “Well, as we are being honest, they make excellent traveling companions. Better than most men, I assure you.”

“Men, mayhap, but not better than a woman or two, I trust,” Loro said with a lewd wink and braying laughter.

Horge’s long nose wriggled and one eye twitched, as if he were having a fit. “I’ve never traveled with a woman, other than kin.”

“If the day comes when you must choose between a smelly yak and a buxom wench, best pick the wench,” Loro advised.

Horge looked to Rathe for a way out of the conversation, and Rathe spread his hands in helplessness. Turning Loro’s mind from women was nearly as hard as turning it from food.

“Truth is, women shy from me,” Horge said sadly, coming back to the fire with an iron skillet, and what were indeed the biggest trout Rathe had ever seen. “Always have.”

“Nothing a bath and some proper clothes can’t fix,” Loro said, slapping his knee and laughing boisterously. “Should that fail, there are plenty who will give you more than you know what to do with for a silver piece, no matter how you smell!” He laughed all the harder, until he saw that neither Rathe nor Horge shared his amusement. He went still, took a hasty pull at his flask.

Horge made several more trips between the fire and his panniers. In short order, he had assembled an iron rack over the blaze, atop which he placed the skillet. As a huge dollop of lard skidded and popped over the blackened surface, he added the trout, seasoned them with coarse salt pinched from a small wooden box. With his nervousness focused on a task, his movements became efficient and nimble.

“So what can you tell us of these lands?” Rathe asked.

“What would you know?” Horge asked, stuffing small onions and deep green leaves into the trout bellies.

“The mountains, for instance. Is there a way out of them, or do they go on forever?”

Horge snorted. “Mountains? Hah! These are no mountains, only foothills. If you had ventured into the mountains, those to the north, which gnaw at the stars of night like demon teeth, you would have long since died for want of breath, but not before the frost had blackened your skin.”

“Seem like mountains to me,” Loro said.

Horge looked between Rathe and Loro. “There are some who go so high, seeking things better left to the gods, but they are not those you would want to meet. Do not fret over them, as they would not suffer an audience with you. Or so you should hope.”

“Priests?”

Horge shook his head absently, lost in his cooking. “Monks. Better to carve out your own eyes with a dull stick, or drink molten iron, than to mingle with those who walk the Way of Knowing.”

“I have heard of these men,” Rathe said, doing his best to ignore the rumbling in his belly brought by the scent of cooking trout. “In Trem, along the Sea of Grelar, they are known as healers and mystics—standoffish, but scarcely dangerous.”

“The Way of Knowing leads different men to different paths,” Horge offered. “Perhaps the monks you speak of seek after the nature of peace, or healing, or, for all I know, how to better cultivate seaweed. The monks hereabouts, those of the Iron Marches, are of another breed entire.”

“You’ve had dealings with them?” Rathe asked.

Horge flinched. “Aye, but ours is a bond no man should want. If not for need, I would have looked elsewhere to … earn a living.” His falter at the end made Rathe sure the man was hiding something.

“Why is that, friend?” Loro asked.

Horge gave the skillet a shake, turned the trout with a wooden spatula. In a grim tone belying his easy manner, he said, “Dark roads lead to dark ends. The monks of the Iron Marches are masters of both.”

“Yet you have earned your way with them,” Loro said. “If these monks are so treacherous, you must be a man of many hidden talents, to have come out ahead.”

Horge crowed laughter. “Talents? If not for you two, Tulfa and his shadowkin would even now be picking their teeth with my bones.”

“So, these monks pay?” Rathe asked. At some point, he and Loro would need coin.

Horge flinched. “If you survive their errands, then you are rewarded. Most times, those who seek for the monks perish.”

“I see,” Rathe said, calculating. His was a life defined by surviving where others could not. Loro praised the life of a thief, and Rathe had allowed him to, but that was not a road he wished to travel, unless forced to it.

Horge stood up with a toothy grin. “Supper, my new and dear friends, is ready!”

Among his goods, Horge also carried a set of oblong plates carved from wood. He served the simple meal upon these, handed one each to Rathe and Loro, then took his own. Rathe could scarcely keep himself from scarfing the meal. Loro did not bother to try. Horge separated bones from tender white meat with twitchy fussiness that Rathe did not find the least bit surprising.

After a second serving, Horge took their plates, scrubbed them with snow, and returned them to the panniers. Rathe opened his mouth to ask more about the local monks, but a furtive noise drew his eye to the darkness down the ravine.

“Ho the camp!” came an old man’s wheezy voice.

“Tulfa?” Loro blurted, looking doubtful.

“Didn’t sound like him.” Rathe stood. While he did not draw his sword, he rested his hand on the hilt.

“Do you have a place at your fire for a weary traveler?” the stranger called. They could not see him yet, but he sounded much closer.

A rustle of movement turned Rathe and Loro. Where Horge had been, now his gear sat unattended. Loro cast about. “Where did he get off to?”

Rathe was more concerned with why he had fled. Before he could say a word, the stranger glided into view. Hovering between darkness and light, the man’s slitted eyes burned like the sun.
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“No need for swords,” the stranger admonished, tottering forward. Proximity to the campfire put to rest the illusion his eyes were ablaze, or that he was in any way threatening. He wore a head-cloth held in place with a gold circlet, a fine woolen cloak, robes of deep blue embroidered with sweeping designs done in crimson and gold. Stooped though he was, the man stood a head taller than Rathe.

“If you had seen the things we have since coming into these foul mountains,” Loro said, “you would have your own steel bared.”

The old man tugged his long beard, the tips of which fell to a wide leather belt hung with ivory-and-gold scroll cases, and pouches of rich fabric. “I expect you mean Tulfa and his shadowkin?”

“How do you know about him?” Rathe asked suspiciously.

“Anyone who has traveled this particular road knows the horrors of Deepreach.” The old man leaned on a finely wrought blackwood staff. Enough golden inlays decorated its length to tempt the wealthiest highborn to thievery. “A wise traveler knows to take other paths.”

“If you had been our guide,” Loro said, “then our dreams would be the sweeter for it.”

The old man seemed more interested in Horge’s yak, than anything Loro was saying. He offered a kind grin. “I am called Durogg.” After Loro gave his and Rathe’s name, Durogg turned to the latter.

“I’ve heard tales of you—or, should I say, tales of a man bearing that name. A great warrior of the southlands, these tales say, who also goes by the name Scorpion.”

“That’s him!” Loro piped, unaware of Rathe’s startled look.

Durogg grew speculative. “’Tis said the newly crowned Cerrikothian king has pledged a lordship and generous holdings for the one who brings him the Scorpion’s head. I expect legions of bounty hunters must be after you, for you to stray so far from your homelands?”

“Those stories are exaggerated,” Rathe said, hand tightening on his sword hilt. “As for men hunting me, I’ve yet to notice.” He did not expect trouble from Durogg, but after crossing paths with Tulfa, his trust in gentle old men had diminished.

“As you say. Most such stories are overwrought,” Durogg agreed, voice skeptical. “I recognize that beast of burden, yonder. Is its owner, perchance, hereabout?”

“You know Horge?” Loro asked.

“As it happens, he and I share a recent, and rather unfortunate, history. I would very much appreciate if you give him over to me.”

“As we spared him from Tulfa’s cook pot,” Rathe said, “he’s in our care. If Horge has done anything against you, maybe we can help sort out your troubles.”

“The manner in which I choose to rectify my trouble is none of your concern,” Durogg said, friendliness evaporating. “It will go better between us if you put him into my hands. At once.”

“I would know the reason you want Horge.” Rathe disliked the man’s threatening tone. He held no great love for Horge, but neither had the man given any reason to turn him over to a stranger.

Durogg stood straighter, firmer, shedding his guise of frailty. “’Tis enough I ask.” He swept back his cloak with a flourish, slammed the butt of his staff against the frozen ground. The mountains around them rung like a struck bell, and a burst of flame lit the head of the staff.

“Gods and demons,” Loro cursed, taking a step back. “Look at his eyes!”

“I see,” Rathe said, sword clearing the scabbard.

Durogg’s eyes had become orbs of fire. Flames leaped behind his teeth when he said, “Give me that thieving wretch, on the instant, or suffer the consequences of denying me.”

“Seems we’re at an impasse,” Rathe said. Here was a foe of flesh, which suited him better than facing one of shadow.

Durogg’s burning eyes narrowed. Instead of speaking again, he stabbed his staff toward Rathe. A hissing gout of fire shot through the camp, struck the spot where Rathe had been a second before.

Rathe had expected some kind of attack, but nothing like that. Stunned, he rolled to his feet, only to leap again when another column of fire burst from Durogg’s staff. This time he landed behind a boulder, and pressed his face against the crust of snow. Loro had disappeared into the dense brush above camp. The horses tugged at their ropes, and Horge’s yak was grunting and lashing out with its back hooves.

“Give me what I want, Scorpion,” Durogg warned, “or I will burn these mountains to cinders, and you with them!”

Before Rathe could respond, a blast of fire exploded round the boulder. He shut his eyes against heat so intense that it shattered the boulder. As the fire died, Rathe was up and away.

“There is nowhere you can escape!” Durogg shouted.

Rathe shut his mind to that, bulled his way deeper into the brush. Another roar of fire charred the foliage closer to camp, but dwindled a few paces beyond. He had no idea what manner of man he faced, but he had learned as a green soldier to seek high ground against all enemies. He did so now. Behind him, Loro scampered up the opposite side of the ravine.

After losing himself in deep darkness, Rathe made a sharp turn, and began clawing his way up the mountainside, using outcrops and the rare spruce to hide his progress. He went on until his breath burned in his chest and his legs quivered. He halted to peer around a boulder.

Durogg now stood in the middle of camp, feet planted in the cookfire. Flames licked around the hem of his robes, but did not burn them. He focused on a bush wiggling nearby, and blasted it with fire from his staff. After a brief flare, only smoking branches remained. Higher up the slope, across the ravine from Rathe, Loro darted from one boulder to another.

Rathe called a warning at the instant Durogg unleashed another stream of fire. It fell short, and Loro threw himself behind a pile of snow-covered rocks. Durogg seared a few more random spots, then moved to Horge’s gear, and began rifling through the panniers.

It crossed Rathe’s mind to let Durogg take whatever he was after. The problem with the plan was that he would never know if Durogg might be waiting somewhere up ahead, or sneaking up from behind. Either way, a man who could brandish fire as a weapon was not a man Rathe wanted hunting him.

While he studied his options, he shifted his footing, and the boulder rocked under his weight. He eased back and sat down. Bladed weapons of any sort were out of the question. Durogg’s fires seemed to lose potency after a few paces, but were deadly within the reach of sword and dagger. Rathe guessed his bow would work, but it lay in its case, alongside his saddle and bedroll.

Across the ravine, Loro popped up, cast about, then scurried back under cover. Horge never made an appearance. Rathe swore an oath to himself that if they got out of this mess, he would have words with the ratty little bastard.

Crusty snow was numbing his backside. Rathe carefully got to his feet, moved closer to the boulder. It shifted again, and he held his breath, sure Durogg had heard the low grinding. But no, the man was still busy rooting through Horge’s belongings.

Thinking to gain a better vantage point, Rathe set his feet and began to climb higher. Snow and rocks slid underfoot. Rathe went still, and the boulder rocked unsteadily. His eyes widened, and he glanced downslope.

With a quick check to make sure the angles were right, and a prayer that he did not inadvertently kill the horses, Rathe slammed his shoulder against the boulder. It rocked forward a few inches, then its great weight pushed him back. Wishing he had Loro at his side, he tried again. The boulder rocked farther than before, teetered back.

Down below, Durogg kicked one of Horge’s panniers aside with a curse. Knowing it was only a matter of time before the man moved, Rathe spun and dropped down. He dug his feet into the slope, pressed his back against cold stone. Straining, he rocked the boulder back and forth. At the right moment, he heaved with all his strength.

The boulder tumbled free with a warning rumble. Rathe fell into the hole where it had sat since the dawn of time. He quickly flipped onto his belly to watch the great stone roll down the mountain. He lost sight of a bellowing Durogg. A tremendous flash turned the night to day. Streams of fire burst around the boulder, and it exploded into smaller fragments. Durogg tried to flee, but the bouncing rocks crashed into him. He went down with a scream, half buried under smoking rubble.

Motionless, Rathe watched for any indication the man had any life left in him. Durogg did not so much as twitch.

“You bagged him,” Loro called warily. “Guess he’s yours to claim.”

“By all means,” Rathe muttered.

With utmost care, he clambered down to the camp, slipping and sliding over loose rock and ice. When he came near, Durogg’s eyes fluttered open. Sword ready, Rathe froze in place, prepared to leap aside if the man had any more surprises.

“May all the demons of the Abyss sup upon your bones, Scorpion,” Durogg grated. Mud and snow had befouled his once fine robes. He fell into a fit of coughing, and blood welled over his lips to stain his pristine beard.

“You gave me no choice,” Rathe said evenly.

“And, fool that you are,” Durogg rasped, “you do not know the man you protect. Better had you let me turn you into charcoal, than suffer the company of Horge.”

Rathe frowned. “What do you mean?”

Before Durogg could answer, Horge burst from the brambles. “He’s a fire mage! Don’t let him touch you!”

Rathe moved too late. Durogg swung the broken staff, and its flaming head slapped against his leg. Despite the fur-lined leggings he wore, searing pain swept through him, as if molten iron had replaced the blood in his veins. Biting back a howl, Rathe stumbled out of reach, dropped to his knees.

“No!” Horge raged, thrusting a fist against the fire mage’s chest. Durogg’s eyes went wide and his jaw gaped, but only a rattling hiss and a puff of steam passed his lips. Horge pressed harder, and spreading hoarfrost obscured the mage’s robes, then his skin.

After feathers of ice had fully cocooned Durogg, Horge stood away, clawing at his frosted hand. A ring, black as ten sins, fell off his finger and shattered on the rocks at his feet.

Loro rushed into camp, looking from the fire mage to Horge, and finally to Rathe. “Gods, what did he do to you?”

Rathe shook his head. “I don’t know, but I’m well.” The fire inside him had departed as fast as it came. He felt flushed, but after wondering more days than he cared to count if he would ever know warmth again, that seemed a blessing.

“You’re not well,” Horge said. “Not at all. We must hurry before….”

“Before what, you wretched coward?” Loro demanded. 

Horge swallowed. “Before he dies. The touch of a fire mage is death.”

“I feel fine,” Rathe protested, standing up to prove it.

Next he knew, he was lying face down, struggling to get his hands in a position to push himself up.

Loro rolled him over, jerked back with a hiss. “He’s burning up!”

Horge did a nervous little dance. “Unless we get him to those I spoke of earlier, he will continue to burn, until only a husk remains.”

“You mean the monks,” Loro snarled. “Who you warned us to avoid?”

Rathe tried to follow the conversation, but he felt sleepy and warm … so perfectly warm.

Horge cast Loro a nervous glance. “Aye. They have means to rid Rathe of the dark magic spreading inside him. If we don’t hurry, it won’t matter.”

“Then why are we prattling?” Loro snapped, knocking Horge aside in his haste to reach the horses.

Horge trailed Loro with his eyes, fidgeted a moment, then crept over to Durogg’s staff. With his death, the fire at its top had gone cold. Slinking like a rodent, Horge bent over the end of the staff and used a knife to pry something from it. With a relieved sigh, he lifted a dully glowing red gem before his eyes. When he saw Rathe looking, he hurriedly tucked it inside his tunic.

“All will be well,” Horge promised. He looked more hopeful than sure.

“I’m fine,” Rathe tried to say, but mangled the words. His tongue did not want to work. He laughed, and it sounded like he was strangling. He laughed all the harder when Horge began frantically packing his jerkin with clumps of snow and ice. The melt water dribbling over his ribs felt like warm milk.

By the time Loro returned, tongues of flame had begun to lick at Rathe’s insides, and his laughter had become tormented cries.
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A horizon-spanning wall of cloud the hue of old bruises devoured the golden sunlight. The gray-green waters of the Sea of Muika sloshed over the Lamprey’s deck, as the sow-bellied cog wallowed through a crest and plunged into a deep trough. Sails and rigging snapped in the rising wind, and an ominous creaking rose from the ship’s timbers.

“I can’t suffer another storm,” Fira groaned, arms wrapped around her belly. In the days since setting sail, her legs had grown accustomed to the deck’s constant rocking, but not her insides.

Nesaea looked away from the brooding horizon. “I warned you to remain in Millport with the others.” She envied the Maidens of the Lyre, doubtless cozy warm in one inn or another.

Pale and drawn, Fira opened her mouth to protest, only to throw herself against the ship’s rail and retch noisily. Nesaea held back her coppery hair, trying not to think about warmth. So far north, the warmest day felt cold to her. The Lamprey’s crew did not seem to notice, and went about their tasks wearing only knee-length breeches and thin tunics.

Captain Ostre joined Nesaea and Fira at the rail. Squat as a barrel, strong as an ox, the captain gave them a once over, as if confirming to himself that they were, indeed, women under all their snug leather and fur. With nervous grumbling, his eye skipped over the sword hilts poking from their heavy cloaks. Nesaea had seen that look before from Ostre and his crew. By all measure, she and Fira gave the appearance of rogues, more than proper ladies, and many folk found that unsettling. Nesaea found it reassuring.

“You’ll want to head below decks,” the captain said, voice hoarse and hard.

“I’d rather not,” Fira answered weakly. “The air is better up here.” Her skin, usually pale and smooth as cream, had taken on a worrying green tint.

Captain Ostre tugged off his wide-brimmed felt hat, raked stubby fingers through hair as black and wild as his beard. “’Tis no request, girl, but an order.”

“We’re not your crew,” Fira snapped, then abruptly pressed the back of a hand to her lips, closed her eyes. She was getting greener by the minute.

“We do not wish to cause trouble,” Nesaea said, rubbing Fira’s back, as the woman bent to spew again over the side. “The courtesy of an explanation would go better than a sharp tongue.”

Ostre snugged his hat on with a curse. “Having you aboard has already caused me a fair bit of trouble with my crew.”

“Bad luck, is it?” Nesaea asked scornfully.

He gave her a quizzical look, then his salt-toughened face showed understanding. “We are no sailors of warm jade seas and fair winds, those who have naught better to do than soak in sunlight and create superstitions.” His gazed hardened. “The trouble, girl, comes from my crew dreaming about the feel of you warm wenches wriggling under them, instead of fixing their minds on sailing the Lamprey.”

Nesaea glanced around. None of the crewmen were looking directly at her, but only because several had quickly averted their gazes. It was not so different than the scrutiny she tolerated while singing or dancing. “You’ve not minded where we were before.”

“Before, we was not making to pass through the Demon Gate.” He pointed beyond the prow to a headland of sharp black crags that reached far west before sinking into the salty deep. “The Gyntors fall off the land there, but keep on for two hundred leagues. The Demon Gate is the only passage through to the White Sea.”

Nesaea squinted at the toothy wall of mountains, made out a narrow breach dotted white with thousands of spiraling seabirds. Though still miles off, she could not imagine a ship fitting through, and said as much.

“Aye, ‘tis a tight fit,” Ostre said, bracing himself as the ship shuddered through a frothing wave. “’Tis also a curse to all ships.”

“And you mean to sail through with night coming on?” Fira asked, swabbing her wet lips with a gloved hand.

Captain Ostre shrugged big shoulders. “Tide favors us now. Time wasted, for the likes of the Lamprey, is coin lost.” He laughed at her astonishment. “Be at ease, girl. ‘Tis not the first my crew has made the voyage under moon and stars.”

“Ship!” cried the watchman in the crow’s nest, pointing his brass eyeglass to the south. The crew stopped what they were doing.

“Her colors?” Ostre shouted back, concern pinching his face.

“’Tis the Crimson Gull!” the watchman called shrilly.

Ostre shouted to the quartermaster. “Liamas! Double the oarsmen! The rest of you slinking whoreson curs, make this wallowing sow ready to fly!”

The crew stood frozen. Liamas, a fair-haired Prythian giant, roared orders. In an instant, the deck boiled with rushing men, half going to the rigging, half clambering down through the deck hatch.

Nesaea watched the goings on for a few seconds, then faced the captain. “Can we not fight?”

“If a merchant wants to live so long as to see his hair gone or gray, he does not battle corsairs, and never the Crimson Gull. Most like, she’s down from raiding whalers of the White Sea, and seeking an easy kill. ” Under his breath, he added, “We run, for all the good running will do.”

Nesaea leaned against the rail, scanning over waves feathered with whitecaps. Then she saw the galley’s sails, red as blood and fat with wind. Two banks of oars to a side skipped her across the waves. “Can we outrun her?”

Ostre gauged the distance to the corsair ship. “Unless the gods favor us, the Crimson Gull will swoop down on us before we make the Demon Gate. Comes to it, we’ll surrender. Her captain will loot us. Mayhap he’ll let us go afterward, in hopes of taking us again another day.”

 Nesaea noticed he did not look her way when he spoke. “They will take me and Fira.”

“Aye,” Ostre said regretfully. “There are those in Giliron who’d pay more for just one of you, than for all the goods in my hold.” 

Nesaea’s skin crawled at memories of Giliron, and her stomach cramped to recall all the blood she had spilled to escape that island kingdom. “Do you mean to let them have us, Captain?”

“’Tis not a matter of letting them,” Ostre said, expression pained. “They’ll have what they will, or me and my men will die resisting.” 

“What if you’re wrong, Captain? What if you fight?”

He stood tall, though still avoiding Nesaea’s eye. “I am a man of honor, and a father to young daughters.” He swallowed. “As such, I leave the fate of the Lamprey in your hands. At my command, if you would risk so many lives for your own, I will fight.”

Nesaea wondered if he would have given her that choice, had she and Fira been in their cramped cabin below decks, unaware of the nearing threat. Still, she was not given to surrender, and would rather die than return to Giliron and serve as a stranger’s enslaved lover. She was also uncomfortably aware that she would sacrifice those aboard the Lamprey to ensure that did not happen. Allaying some of that unease, was the confidence she held in her abilities to achieve victory.

“Do you have jars aboard, those that can be sealed with pitch, and the like?” Ostre blinked at the question, nodded slowly. “Then, Captain, prepare your crew to fight,” Nesaea said resolutely. This was no time to sound hesitant.

Ostre sighed and bobbed his head. “You know the dice has rolled against the Lamprey.” He spoke as one facing the headsman’s axe.

“I do,” Nesaea said. “But we are about to roll them again, and change the game.”

“Doubtless you’ll tell me how a few jars are going to save the Lamprey?”

“Doubtless, I will,” Nesaea agreed, and did. While she spoke, Captain Ostre listened, first with a look of shock and doubt, then with grudging acceptance. And finally with a glint of grim enthusiasm in his dark eyes.

“You’re mad,” he said, laughing his approval.

“We are Maidens of the Lyre,” Fira rejoined, one fist pressed to her belly, the other hard on the hilt of her sword.

Ostre raised a bushy eyebrow. “To pull off such a feat would make legends of the Lamprey’s captain and crew.”

“So,” Nesaea said, “will you become a legend this day, Captain Ostre, or remain the tethered lamb?”

Ostre’s smile had nothing of the lamb in it, and all of the wolf.

Chapter 16

 

 

 

“Damn the lot of you, make ready!” Ostre called for the tenth time. Despite the chill wind, sweat ran from his brow into the wild tangle of his black beard. The crew of the Lamprey awaited Nesaea’s command, each man with a pitch- or wax-sealed earthenware jar at his feet. The ship’s bone-thin cook had not been well-pleased to lose his containers, and less so after he learned the reason. It had taken Ostre belting him across the mouth to end his griping.

Below decks, oarsmen continued to drive the ship toward the Demon Gate, long sweeps churning the slate-green waves to froth. Clouds once on the horizon had swept north and east, overtaking the Lamprey and the dying light of day.

Astern, the Crimson Gull flew ever closer, red sails cracking in the gusts, rigging lines singing the promise of doom. Nesaea avoided thinking of the number of things that could go wrong. If she guessed wrong about the booty the Crimson Gull carried in her hold, if the crew of the Lamprey failed to act when she gave the command, if…. Too many uncertainties to bother fretting over. Her plan would work, or it would fail.

“Gods,” Ostre breathed, “look at her crew. Must be four, mayhap, five score.”

“And bold.” Nesaea noted the ragtag crew lining the rails, some in mismatched armor, most not. All held short swords or truncheons. Below them, long sweeps ripped the sea apart, driving the galley closer by the stroke.

“Aye, bold, for they have naught to fear.”

“We’re counting on that,” Nesaea reminded him.

“You’re sure about this?” Fira asked next to Nesaea’s ear, grim-faced, if still green.

Nesaea put on a wry grin. “After all we have survived together, you must ask?”

Fira shook her head, throat working as she tried to swallow a fresh wave of sickness.

Ostre looked beyond the Lamprey’s raked bowsprit to the headland that rose black and toothy out of the sea. “If we don’t heave to, the tide will draw us into the Demon Gate. Mark me, that’s no place for a sea battle.”

“Then, by all means, heave to,” Nesaea said, voice low, eager.

The captain needed no further urging. “Now!”

At once, the long oars reversed stroke, backing water. The deck crew began hauling lines, furling the Lamprey’s big square sail.

“Bring us about!”

The steersman flung his weight against the tiller, and the slowing Lamprey turned broadside to both the waves and the closing galley. The fat-bellied ship wallowed like a tub in the turbulent seas. Crewmen not tending rigging picked up their jars, as a gray mountain of water crashed over the deck. For a moment, a flood of foam and spray made the Lamprey part of the sea. Nesaea held fast to the rail with one hand, and gripped Fira with the other. Frothy seawater soaked every inch of them, cold enough to hurt. When the surge washed off the deck, it took three yelling men overboard.

When a few of their fellows rushed to toss out ropes, Ostre bellowed, “Let them swim!” Now hatless, he shook the wet from his dripping hair and beard. He grasped Nesaea’s arm. “You’re sure of this?” he demanded, echoing Fira’s earlier query.

“Yes,” Nesaea said, casting a wild look at the thrashing sailors riding the waves beyond the ship. “Sure or not, there’s no reason to let your men drown.”

Ostre snorted laughter. “We’ve only the finest swimmers aboard the Lamprey. Besides, those stinking wretches needed a bath.” He sobered. “Mark me, girl, if this fails, they’ll be better off under the waves, than those of us above them.”

“We will not fail,” Nesaea said, reassuring him as much as herself.

Ostre gave her a clumsy bow. “Then I give you command of my ship and crew.”

Stiff with cold, Nesaea marched to the rail. The Crimson Gull was backing water and furling her sails. Her boarding party looked with curiosity at the Lamprey’s abrupt maneuver, but showed no alarm. The same could not be said for the men waiting expectantly at Nesaea’s back.

“Hold,” she called, as the Crimson Gull came about. Grapnels trailing hempen lines began falling over the Lamprey’s rail, and were quickly pulled taut. When the ships slammed together, a curtain of seawater sprayed up between them.

Nesaea stared up at the Crimson Gull’s crew, hard-faced men all, with not a whit of mercy shining in a single eye. Some few of those gazes fell on her and Fira. Lustful smiles blossomed. Those who dealt in the flesh markets of Giliron cared not if the girls and boys they sold retained their virginity, only that they came pretty and unmarked to the auction block. Seeing such cruel hunger on so many faces killed all mercy in her heart.

“Throw!” Nesaea commanded.

A dozen jars launched from the Lamprey to fall and shatter among the crew of the Crimson Gull. Another dozen jars followed. Some corsairs looked puzzled, a few hurled taunts, the rest laughed at the foolishness of such pathetic resistance.

Nesaea raised a veil over her mouth and nose. All those aboard the Lamprey mimicked her. She waited, eyes wide, pulse making her chest ache.

One of the laughing corsairs retrieved a damp rag from the broken jar at his feet. He spun it overhead, unaware that he was fanning the vapors of a potent sleeping tonic into the noses of his mates. Others laughed with him. They stopped laughing when his eyes glazed over and he toppled headlong from the galley’s rail. He hit with a bone-jarring thump upon the deck of the Lamprey, much as the gaoler in the dungeon of Dionis Keep had fallen off his chair. The difference being the corsair would not wake from his broken neck.

Laughter aboard the Crimson Gull died as more men pitched over, limbs stiff and eyes rolling, as though poleaxed. In moments, most of the crew was down. The few corsairs still awake flapped limp hands at the rail, struggling to keep their feet. Somewhere behind them, the captain of the Crimson Gull began calling up reserves in a panicked voice.

Now it was Nesaea’s turn to smile. “Time to make legends, Captain.”

Ostre jerked his cutlass free, a nasty bit of curved steel a hand span wide, notched and pitted over its length. “Take this whore!”

The Lamprey’s crew howled across the pitching deck, waving swords, knives, belaying pins, anything and all that could end another man’s existence. Before the Crimson Gull’s reserve force could shake off their shock, Nesaea and Fira joined the Lamprey’s crew in shinnying up the grappling lines to gain the deck of the Crimson Gull.

Screaming fury raced to meet them at the rail, a wall of two dozen faces twisted by rage, eyes alight with hope of vengeance.

Nesaea’s dagger ripped out a throat before she could set her feet amongst the men sprawled on the deck. Blood splashed across her face, the sharp odor of it sinking into her veil. Choking, the man reeled past her and flipped over the rail.

Drawing her short sword, she stepped forward to give those at her back room to board. Her sword battered aside thrusting steel. Her next stroke buried the short blade in the attacker’s neck. She yanked the blade free, its keen edge slicing to the bone.

Nesaea spun under a thrust, her dagger opening a swaying belly. Intestines boiled from the wound, catching round her feet like slimy ropes. She went down, slid through the reeking mess, fetched up against the legs of a sailor battling Ostre. Before she could roll clear, the captain chopped off his opponent’s sword hand. With a frantic back slash, he then split the man’s cheeks. The twitching hand and a bit of severed tongue bounced off Nesaea’s face.

She came up to see Fira run her blade through a corsair’s groin. She give the blade a brutal twist, and kicked the howling sailor away. She whirled, face not green now, but splattered with running scarlet lines. More blood matted her fiery hair. Her eyes flickered toward Nesaea, a brief grin showed stark white teeth, then she was off into the fray, slashing blade a lethal blur.

Liamas, the fair-haired Prythian giant, caught a man’s throat in his massive fist, lifted him high, and swung a short-handled axe better suited for the field of battle than a ship. One of the axe’s two crescent blades devastated the corsair’s skull. Liamas hurled the thrashing corpse away, unmoved by the spatter of gore flecking his bare chest and stony face.

A fist cracked against the back of Nesaea’s head, dropping her to her knees. She skidded over the blood-slicked deck, dropped her shoulder and rolled. She came up in the middle of a tempest of clashing steel, her assailant nowhere in sight. She shook her head to clear it, then sheathed her dagger in a corsair’s back, driving the tip deep up under his ribs. He flinched away with a shriek, his truncheon clattering to the deck. He fled two steps, and Liamas took off the man’s head with a single stroke of his axe.

Nesaea registered the spreading carnage with a distant mind. She had seen such before, and felt neither joy nor revulsion. Emotion would come later. If she survived. And surviving meant getting below decks to the ship’s stores.

She wheeled, slamming away a sword stroke, her own blade filling the gap and plunging into a snarling man’s eye, sinking hilt deep and bursting out the side of his skull. She shoved him away, cast about, and found the hatch standing open behind a seething tangle of fighting men. 

“Fira! Ostre! Liamas! To me!”

Three heads turned her way. She did not wait for them to join her. Four strides took her through the jostling sailors, her flashing blades keeping foes at a distance, or laying open vulnerable flesh where they could. The reek of tar and fish wafted from the hatch, more pungent than the blood staining Nesaea’s veil.

“Sooner done, the better,” Liamas rumbled at her shoulder. With a thundering cry, he leaped through the square of darkness, bloodied corn silk hair flying. Nesaea and Fira clambered down the steps, with Ostre coming hard after them.

Like a golden god of death, Liamas waited for them. At his feet sprawled two motionless men, one whose torso had been torn nearly in half by the Prythian’s axe, the other split the other way, from crown to sternum. “The rest of the crew must be above,” he said, as though disappointed.

A pair of swinging oil lamps gave fitful light to the ship’s upper rowing deck. Nesaea sheathed her dagger, took a lamp by its wire bail, and followed her sword to the forward hatch. Nothing moved below. She climbed down another steep set of steps to the lower rowing deck, went through a third hatch and into the hold. 

The iron-barred brig was nestled against the forward bulkhead, surrounded by bales of fabric, barrels, chests, stacked crates. Thankful there were no prisoners, Nesaea raised the lamp and made her way aft, searching for what she hoped was aboard. There was only one reason to raid whalers. At the rear bulkhead, she found what she wanted.

“Liamas, if you please?” She nodded to a stack of oaken casks, their heads stamped with a whale spewing flames from its blowhole. The Prythian sank his axe into a cask, and a stream of honey colored oil began pouring over the decking. Nesaea flung the lamp down, and a whoosh of heat and licking fire erupted.

The foursome fled. By the time they reached the main deck, they were red-eyed from the tarry black smoke pouring up through the ship and out of the hatch.

Topside, they found the deck awash in blood, bits and pieces of men, and the dead and dying. What remained of the Lamprey’s crew had tied the Crimson Gull’s captain to the mainmast. The opposite of Ostre, he stood pretty and dashing, with fair hair and pale skin. Some of that prettiness was ruined by the furious veins bulging at his neck and temples.

“Fools!” he shouted, spittle flying. He cast about, eyes hard and gray as new-forged steel, quivering beard fashioned into golden serpentine spikes. “You will all dance in the shadow of the gibbet for this treachery!”

Ostre strode out of the billowing smoke. “You mistake your present condition, Captain,” he growled, and with three strokes from his heavy blade, hacked off his peer’s head. Ostre raised the grisly prize to shouts from his crew.

“Surely you do not mean to keep that?” Fira asked, nose wrinkled in distaste.

“Aye, girl. ‘Tis proof the wings of the Crimson Gull have been clipped.” He leaned closer. “And proof of who did the clipping.”

Shouts of, “Glory to the Lamprey!” and “Capt’n Ostre!” went up, as the first leaping waves of flame escaped the hatch.

“To the Demon Gate, you whoreson curs!” Ostre bellowed, sending the celebrating crew back to their own ship.

Around them, a full third of the Lamprey’s crew lay among those of the Crimson Gull. “A high price for victory,” Nesaea said, a familiar appalled weariness falling over her at the sight of so much death. Before and during battle, none of that mattered. After the fact, killing curdled in her gut, and she knew her victims would rise again to plague her dreams. 

“Aye,” Ostre grumbled, rubbing a thick finger under his nose, smearing clots of blood through his mustaches. He looked to the waves tossing round his ship. The crewman who had been washed over the side were still afloat, splashing weakly. “’Tis good those three fools decided to have a bath,” he said, and laughed uproariously. 

Nesaea laughed with him, because mourning her enemies was worse than killing them.

Chapter 17

 

 

 

Black and cold, the broad waters of the River Sedge parted round the hull of the Lamprey. After so many days sailing upstream, Nesaea could almost forget the harrowing churn of the Demon Gate, a strait dotted with razor-edged reefs, and awhirl with deadly eddies and sucking whirlpools. The icy spray and fogs of the tumultuous White Sea had been worse. With so many lost in the battle against the Crimson Gull, Nesaea and Fira had aided the crew in clearing ice off the deck, rails, and rigging. Even now, the memory of that invasive cold stayed with her. Or it might be the Iron Marches were lands that could never warm enough to suit her southern blood.

Other cogs and small galleys shared the river with the Lamprey, slender fishing boats, and barges loaded with bales of fur. Under the climbing sun, the Gyntors rose to the south, an imposing wall of black-forested foothills climbing to immense snowcapped crags. North, hills reached to the horizon. A hard land, Nesaea decided, one she would enjoy leaving. But first, she had to find her father.

“Monseriq sounds better by the day,” Fira said, shivering under the fur cloak Captain Ostre had found for her. The green cast to her pale skin had faded over the last days, replaced by the same shade of pink Nesaea wore. Somewhere along the voyage, Fira’s stomach had grown used to the pitch and roll of the sea. As with Nesaea, the unrelenting cold had become the frustrating enemy.

“Soon as we are able,” Nesaea agreed, wondering how the crew of the Lamprey did not seem to feel the bite of the air.

“They’ve blood of ice,” Fira said, favoring Liamas with a lingering stare. As always, the Prythian quartermaster went about in snug breeches and bare-chested, his golden skin tight over enough muscle for two men. “He’s too pretty by half,” Fira said abruptly, as though Nesaea had made a suggestive comment.

Before Nesaea could respond, Ostre’s heavy tread alerted them to the captain’s presence. He dropped a thick hand on the rail, eyes focused upriver. “We’re soon to put in at Iceford. If you’re still fixed on venturing to Skalos, my brother usually keeps a few horses to sell. Better than walking, I expect.”

“My thanks,” Nesaea said.

Ostre rubbed his nose, then reached into his vest to withdraw the same leather pouch Nesaea had given him before boarding. “After all you’ve done, I’d not sleep a peaceful wink if I kept your price for passage.”

Nesaea tried to resist, but he pressed the pouch into her hand, closed her fingers over it.

“Never heard of the Maidens of the Lyre before you two, but if you ever need a bunk on the Lamprey, consider it yours.”

Nesaea inclined her head in acceptance. When she looked up, Ostre had turned away to bellow orders.

Within half a turn of the glass, the Lamprey had docked at the timber quays below Iceford, a bustling town filled with narrow streets that wended between stone-and-timber buildings with high-peaked, thatched roofs. The scent of fish and tanneries assailed Nesaea and Fira long before they followed Ostre off the dock and into town.

“Busy,” Fira observed.

“Aye,” Ostre said, following her gaze to the townsfolk, who all seemed to be rushing and shouting. “Winter comes swift and early, hereabouts.”

“Winter,” Nesaea said incredulously. “It’s still the middle of summer, or near enough not to matter.”

“Not here,” Ostre said. “Less than a month until the river starts to freeze over. If I be lucky, the Lamprey will go and come from the south once more. After, I’ll set her prow to the shores of the Muika. A pity, that. Cargoes are richer, going north to south.”

“At least you’ll be warm,” Fira said.

“And poorer,” Ostre lamented, turning into a stable yard. 

A boy pushing a barrow saw the burly captain, and his face lit up. “Uncle!” In his haste to reach the captain, the boy upended his barrow of straw and dung.

“Willen!” Ostre called, throwing his arms wide. The laughing boy slammed into him, and Ostre lifted him high and spun.

A sturdy bald man limped out of wide stable doors. A deep, twisting scar ran up his cheek, giving him a permanent sneer. “Didn’t expect you back so soon.”

“For once, Robere, the winds favored us,” Ostre said, putting young Willen down.

“’Tis good one of us has a touch of luck,” Robere said with a sour grimace. His gaze flicked between Nesaea and Fira. Whatever he thought about them accompanying his brother, he kept to himself.

“Robere has more gold than he can spend,” Ostre revealed in a conspiratorial whisper. “But to hear him, you’d think he was pauper afflicted with a killing flux.”

“All the gold in the world will no help those hereabouts, nor those of Wyvern, now, will it?”

“Speak plain, man.”

“’Tis those damnable monks down from Skalos, always poking their noses where they no belong.”

“Naught new in that,” Ostre said.

“True enough. But they’ve taken to pilfering.”

Ostre sighed. “So everyone says, until someone pokes an arrow or blade into the true thief.”

“Aye, well, mayhap that’s the way it’s been before now, but I tell you, they’re up to no good.”

“Always are,” Ostre allowed.

“Mayhap you’ve the way of it, concerning the monks,” Robere grumbled reluctantly. “Same can no be said for the Wardens of Tanglewood. Word has it they’re on the hunt again, up to Wyvernmoor, and parts thereabouts. Them and their mistress, seeking out the careless.”

“Monks and ghosts,” Ostre said with the weary resignation of one who has heard it all before. “That all you have to fret over? Go count your gold, brother. You’ll feel better for it.”

Robere dismissed his brother with a curt wave, and faced Nesaea and Fira. “If you’re whores,” he said, “Iceford has too many already.”

Ostre gasped. “They’re not whores, you addled-witted fool. They be Maidens of the Lyre.”

Robere blinked. “Musicians, is it? Well, now, there might be a place for you. The Minstrel’s Cup lost a … well, they lost their minstrel. A fortnight back, the fancy fool got a flagon of wine in his fat belly, an’ fell in the river. Never did come up. Could be the—”

“They’re off to Skalos,” Ostre interrupted.

Robere blinked again. “Whatever for?”

“I’m looking for my father,” Nesaea said. “I was told he came this way. Sytheus Vonterel, a magician.”

“Strange name, that. Sure I’d remember it, if I’d ever heard it. Still, we get more of that sort hereabouts than we get wastrel minstrels,” Robere said. “But I can no recall a magician coming through Iceford in over a year.”

“Be that as it may,” Ostre said, “these ladies need a pair of good mountain horses to get them where they’re going.”

“We will pay for the finest you have,” Nesaea put in.

“They’re good for it,” Ostre assured his hesitant brother.

At the prospect of earning a fair bit of coin, Robere’s eyes lit up, and he showed a gap-toothed grin. “I’ve just what you need. Yes, indeed, ol’ Robere has the finest horseflesh in all the Iron Marches!”

Chapter 18

 

 

 

“Sytheus did, indeed, call on us,” Brother Jathen said amiably. He guided Nesaea and Fira down an arched corridor lined with bronze lamps. The citadel of Skalos had been built into a mountaintop, and over long centuries it had grown into a veritable beehive of great halls, storage vaults, chambers, and innumerable libraries, all connected by labyrinthine passageways. As it had taken a handful of grueling days riding up a winding switchback trail to get to the fortress, Nesaea barely noted the floors of green marble, the vast collection of artwork, or the sheer enormity of Skalos. All she wanted was to sit on something motionless, and without a fickle mind of its own.

“I fear we have not seen your father since he departed, some months gone,” Jathen went on. “I can scarcely believe good Sytheus never mentioned he had such a lovely daughter.”

“Two daughters,” Nesaea reminded him. She had been hesitant to tell the man anything about her purpose, or that of her father. In the end, she saw little choice, if she was to find Sytheus.

“Yes, of course. And you received word he came here because of this other girl, your half-sister, the one held for ransom against his return?” He did not scoff, but a skeptical edge flavored his words. Since meeting him, he always sounded skeptical. Still, she was curious.

“You suspect he came here for another reason?”

“Indeed,” Jathen laughed. “He came, so he said, to expand his knowledge of the illusory arts. Sad, really, for such a talented man to seek knowledge for such base purpose.”

Fira snorted. “Coin, be it gold, silver, or copper, has its uses, and not all corrupt or belittling.”

“Just so,” Jathen agreed. “But the desire for it has led many to follow paths better avoided. We of the Way of Knowing believe knowledge, in all its many forms, is the only truly enduring currency.”

“Before my father departed Skalos,” Nesaea interjected, uninterested in philosophical debates, “did he find what he was seeking?”

“I could not say,” Jathen said absently.

Nesaea studied him. Most of the other monks she had seen since entering the mountain citadel wore coarse habits, as one would expect from a thoroughly enlightened order. Brother Jathen wore the finest mail and boiled leather, and the cut of his ermine-lined green wool cloak would please any highborn. There was nothing austere about him, nor monkish. Not in the least.

“Can you tell me where my father went?” 

“But of course,” Jathen answered, turning just enough to reveal the strong line of his jaw and a winning, if somewhat brittle, smile. “I’ve a detailed map in my chambers. Not only can I show you where he went, I can direct you to the safest path to follow. I hope you find him, for I would very much like to see Sytheus again.”

Nothing in his tone suggested his desire to see Sytheus had anything to do with friendship. Nor did he sound antagonistic. He sounded impatient.

“If you know where he is,” she said, “then why have you not sought him yourself?”

“Alas, all men are given but a few short years to walk the world. Were I to run every errand myself, I would have little time for the further advancement of my studies.”

“And what do you study?” Fira asked. “By all accounts, it’s not finances.”

Jathen absorbed the barb with another flash of teeth. “The Way of Knowing has many paths. For myself, I chose warfare. Philosophy, mysticism, healing and the like, all have their place in Skalos, but I’m a simpler man. For me, the highest truth comes in devising fine tactics, and employing good sharp steel.”

“A blade in the guts does not lie,” Fira agreed.

Jathen spun. “Gods be blessed, a woman after my own heart!” He brushed golden curls behind his ear, fixing eager blue eyes on her. “You must return to Skalos after you are finished hunting Sytheus.” He gaze took on a light Nesaea had seen many times. It had nothing to do with the study of battlefield strategy, but rather that of the bedchamber. “Perchance, we could share notions of close fighting, or maybe even spar? Word comes even to Skalos of the Maidens of the Lyre, and their ability on the field of battle.”

“Perchance,” Fira said sweetly, smiling in a way that told Nesaea she would rather poke a white-hot needle into her eye, than share anything with good Brother Jathen. 

Seeing desire where there was none, Jathen flashed another glorious smile, and spun on his heel. He whistled a marching tune as he led them into a majestic chamber that drew a gasp from Fira. Nesaea shared her awe. She had seen palaces that could have fit beneath the domed ceiling. While scores of monks bustled across the circular floor, every inch of its mosaicked surface polished to a low gleam, many more of the studious brothers strode the galleries spiraling a hundred paces above, the highest fading into hazed obscurity.

Jathen smirked at the overwhelmed quiet of his guests. No doubt he believed they were unsophisticated wenches fresh off the farm, and easily impressed.

He turned down another passage, and Nesaea saw a broad fellow dressed as a monk, but who struck her as familiar. Something about his bald head, the set of his massive shoulders…. Before she could put a finger on how she might know him, the man passed through a doorway.

Fira was looking that way too, brow creased with curiosity. She shook herself and focused on Jathen, who had halted at a wooden door banded in iron.

“Please,” he said, ushering them into a lavish chamber. Swords with blades of gold and silver shared space on the walls with ostentatious shields of every size and shape. Daggers, spears, and bows were displayed in wood and glass cases about the room. In the center of it all stood a colossal table. Its entire top displayed a map of many lands that Nesaea knew, and far more that she did not. 

She was tracing a finger over unfamiliar names when Jathen joined them. He unrolled a second map, this one smaller, and pinned its corners to the tabletop.

“Skalos is here,” he said, pointing it out as if they could have missed the red script against so much black. The Gyntors spread east and west from the citadel. His finger wandered through the Tanglewood forest, and halted at a place named Ravenhold. “Your father was going here, though we advised against it.”

“Why?”

Jathen shrugged. “After a fortnight of diligent study in the lower libraries—the very oldest in Skalos—he stated a pressing need to visit Ravenhold. As I’ve told you, he never returned.”

“I meant,” Nesaea said evenly, “why did you advise him to avoid Ravenhold?”

Jathen fingered his square chin, eyes lidded. “Ravenhold is a mighty fortress, and was once the jewel of the Iron Marches. What was once the most powerful seat of House Akarlen, is now a place cursed. Or so say the folk hereabout. I do know for certain that many years have passed since travelers and traders bothered venturing there.”

“Cursed?”

Jathen moved to a wooden stand displaying a silver helm encrusted with a king’s wealth of twinkling rubies. He brushed a thumb over one egg-shaped stone set in the crown. It was half as large as Nesaea’s palm. “No one knows for certain what happened at Ravenhold, only that it is now avoided.” Nesaea sensed that he was holding something back.

“I would think such a jewel would find fairer treatment than abandonment,” Fira said.

Nesaea added, “And I would think you brothers of the Way of Knowing, what with wanting to know so much about every possible thing, would be a touch more curious.”

Jathen turned, flashing his most engaging smile. “As I told you before, time is fleeting. I expect the day will come when one brother or another decides to turn his mind and skills to solving the mystery of Ravenhold. Such a day has not yet come. Perhaps, should you decide to return, you could give a report?”

Nesaea mulled that. To be sure, danger awaited her and Fira, whether or not Jathen wanted to disclose the face of that danger. She needed to know nothing more. “Tell me the best route to Ravenhold.”

“You would go there, despite my warning?” he asked, intrigued.

“Yes.”

A shadow of regret passed over Jathen’s face, or it might have been her imagination. He returned to the map, and began explaining landmarks, roads, and trails. The warrior monk finished by saying, “Best avoid Wyvernmoor. Folk there are simple-minded fools, all. And, like as not, they would try bedding you fair ladies quick as they would their sisters, or even goats. Besides their vile proclivities, they are untrusting of strangers.”

Again, Nesaea sensed that Jathen was hiding something beneath his repulsive opinions, but could not guess why or what. She scanned the map. “I see no reason to come within three leagues of the village. However, we will need supplies.”

“And you shall have them,” Jathen said, turning away. He cracked open the door and called out. A moment later, another monk appeared, this one old, gray, and properly attired in a brown habit. Jathen spoke quietly to the man, then faced the women.

“Brother Thanis will see to all your needs.” Before Nesaea could ask, he added, “The only recompense I seek is to see you happily reunited with your father.” He paused. “If you should happen to find Sytheus, do bring him back to Skalos. There is a rather delicate matter we must discuss, he and I.” Nesaea got the feeling he never expected to see her or Sytheus again.

“I will do as you ask,” Nesaea said, keeping close her thoughts about Jathen, and what he might or might not be hiding. She was not eager to get back into the saddle so soon after climbing out, but a sore backside was better than spending anymore time in Skalos. Especially in the presence of Brother Jathen.

“Now, if you will excuse me,” Jathen said. “I’ve matters of the utmost urgency to attend to.”

With that, he hurried them from the chamber. The door boomed shut at their backs. Then Thanis was bustling them down a passageway, prattling on about supplies, the weather, the history of Skalos, anything to keep them from broaching the subject of Jathen’s abrupt dismissal.
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“You seem to be mending quite nicely,” Brother Jathen said across the table, his hard jaw flexing just enough to accommodate a wide smile. With his agate-blue eyes and head of golden curls, he looked a girl’s fantasy. A fool girl, Rathe considered, with not the wits the gods gave a slug.

“Thanks to you,” Rathe said, keeping his thoughts close. Far as looks went, the way he felt right then, an eyeless harridan would pass him over for a warty toad. He counted that a fair bargain, given he was alive.

Jathen sat back in his chair to study Rathe over steepled fingers. He did not look like any monk Rathe had ever encountered, but instead a wealthy warlord in mail and boiled leather armor, its breastplate emblazoned with a silver eye wreathed with entwined wings. Ermine lined his green woolen cloak, and a beaten gold brooch fastened it round his thick neck.

Rathe drank spiced wine from an unadorned pewter goblet. The flavor was bitter and dry. He was sure the spices were healing herbs, and while the drink was awful, it cut the taste of ashes from his mouth. That was something left over, Jathen had assured him, from the effects of the fire mage’s spell.

He filled his mouth once more, and set the goblet down with a hand that no longer shook. Jathen promptly refilled the goblet from an earthenware flagon. Rathe nodded his thanks, but abstained from further drink. After so many days lost to delirium, he wanted his mind clear.

Loro had told him they had been at Skalos ten days. Rathe could only remember the last three, and those were dreamlike. Soon after Durogg had touched him with that damnable staff, Rathe’s mind and body had filled with devouring fires and unshrinking agony. Loro told of the headlong gallop through the Gyntors, of tossing Rathe into iced rivers along the way to cool his burning flesh, and of finally getting to the mountaintop citadel. At the end, Loro struck a bargain with Jathen, in return for his aid in healing Rathe.

Doubtless, he will come round to prices, Rathe thought now, returning Jathen’s scrutiny. He was more than willing to force the monk to ask. To his mind, demanding terms over a dying man seemed a profane custom, and scarcely worthy of thanks.

“I expect you’ll be up and about in short order,” Jathen said, breaking the silence.

“I expect you’re right,” Rathe answered, not sure he agreed. It had taken a fair bit of strength to climb from the modest bed pushed against one wall, and more to hobble across the stark chamber to reach the plain table. Just sitting brought an ache to his bones, and a weariness to his muscles.

“You don’t have the look of a monk,” Rathe said abruptly. Before he agreed to any prices, he needed to learn all he could of his benefactors. He vaguely remembered Horge mentioning the monks. What he recalled was not flattering.

“The Way of Knowing has many paths,” Jathen said in a self-important tone. “In my youth, I chose the path of war—rather, it was chosen for me.”

Rathe nodded understanding. “A sword hilt replaced the hoe in my hand during my tenth spring. In the twelve odd years since, that sword has become my bride. I would be a liar to say she does not fit me better.”

“Did the weapon fit so well, I wonder, or did you wish it to?”

“I suspect a little of both,” Rathe admitted. “I’ve heard bards and highborn wax poetic about the joys of a crofter’s simple life. I have yet to see one of them sweating over a field of wormy cabbages, or mucking horseshit, or tending sheep. I’ve often wondered if a noble or a poet would sing those same praises, if forced to wash their arses with stinking water drawn from the same trough that serves oxen?”

Jathen threw his head back and roared laughter. “Well said. Well said indeed!”

Rathe’s lips twitched toward a wry grin. After Jathen went still, he asked, “Do you regret your choice?”

“No,” the monk said, leaning forward. “But I sense you do.”

“Only a fool would deny that regret lives in the heart of every warrior,” Rathe said, thinking of his time leading raids against undefended villages deep within the borders of Qairennor. The things he had done at the behest of his former king still woke him from troubled sleep, but not near as often as they once had. He had been a solider then, trained to carry out orders. When those orders became too much to bear, he had defied them. And now, here he was, a hunted, shiftless man. It could be worse, but he was not sure how.

“Young as you are, you speak as a learned brothers. Perhaps you would consider joining us?”

“My days of training and soldiering are behind me,” Rathe said, wondering if it was hope speaking, or the simple truth. A man could make his plans, but there was no predicting the path that Fate put him upon. If he doubted, all he had to do was look at his surroundings and present company. “It’s enough for me to earn my keep by honest means.”

“I understand,” Jathen said with a dismissive shrug. “And, now that you have broached the matter of earning your keep—”

“You require a price for healing me,” Rathe finished for him. He wanted to get this over with, take a nap, and then get on with his life. “How much gold do you require?” Of course, he had no gold, but supposed he could find some way to earn it.

Jathen put on a patronizing smile. “How can a man weigh a few roundels of gold against flesh and blood?”

“It’s not so hard as you think. Slavers do it on the auction block, and, too, whores sell themselves the world over. For mere coppers, thieves oft kill those they rob. Name your price, Jathen, and be done with this.”

The monk waved that away. “My brothers and I have gold enough. What I require is—” he hesitated, doing a poor job of feigning embarrassment “—a deed for a deed.”

“Horge warned it was better for a man to gouge out his eyes, than make a pact with you monks.”

“Did he, now?” Jathen chuckled at such a foolish notion. When he saw that Rathe did not share his mirth, he grew serious. “You must understand, our good Horge is a man who chafes under the lightest yoke, even when he was the one who placed the yoke upon his own neck.”

Rathe waited, not sure what the man was driving at.

“Horge betrayed his own advice when he came to us,” Jathen explained. “What he hopes to gain from our bargain is of no import to you, but know that he promptly forgot the required recompense. He has now come around, if entirely by accident.”

Rathe frowned. “How so?”

“Why, he met you, of course. In turn, you met the fire mage, Durogg, who also made his bargains with us, and so gained the Heart of Majonis. And, much the same as Horge, he forgot the conditions of that bargain. It was Horge we sent to retrieve the Heart of Majonis, the magical crystal that gave Durogg his power. With your help, Horge succeeded in reclaiming the stone, and Durogg is, alas, dead. Horge now has two more such, ah, trinkets to find, before his obligations are fulfilled.”

“What has that to do with me?”

“Horge told us how you defeated Durogg, which, I must say, was no small feat. As such, it has been decided that if you agree to help Horge fulfill his tasks, your debt, too, will be paid in full.”

“Why would you need me to help Horge find—what did you call them, trinkets?”

Jathen rubbed his chin. “Among Horge’s talents, he is slippery as an eel. At the time of our bargain with him, we believed such an ability would serve him well enough to succeed. We were wrong. If not for your intervention, he would have perished. He needs a swordsman at his back. Two, if you can convince Loro to join you.”

“I am no assassin,” Rathe said, having no doubts about Loro joining him. “And I am no thief.”

“If I needed a knife in the shadows, there are those I could call upon. Neither do I need a thief.” His eyes flickered when he said that last, as if skirting the truth. “More to the point, I seek a man who holds to his honor, as much as he expects others to adhere to theirs. I require you, Rathe, to keep Horge’s eyes directed where they need be, until his task is complete.”

“If your Way of Knowing has so many adherents, why make bargains with men of Horge’s ilk, those who would fail or cheat you at a whim?”

Jathen spread his hands. “My brothers and I are not so many that we can see to every minor detail of collecting everything we seek. Besides, there are always more than enough desperate fools with which to barter. And, should they collect what we want, then think to sell it to another … well, suffice to say, we will bestir ourselves to track those men down and take what was agreed upon.”

Rathe knew the man was hiding something again, but was growing weary of the conversation. “Tell me what my life has cost me.”

“Two things more I seek,” Jathen said. “After you acquire the first, I will reveal the second.”

“Are these items dangerous?”

Jathen shook his head and laughed. “They are worthless baubles to those who keep them, but hold great value to my order.”

Having seen and felt the incredible power of the Heart of Majonis, Rathe knew the man was lying. Still, while dealing with Jathen might be distasteful, and while the tasks would certainly hold a danger, the prospect of serving some useful purpose intrigued Rathe. “Go on.”

Jathen leaned to the side. When he straightened, he held Rathe’s scabbarded sword. He placed it on the table. “I do not command you to maim or kill, but you may find this blade has some small use in fulfilling the commitment you now share with Horge.”

As Jathen continued, Rathe hid his growing interest. He asked for more details, but the monk demurred. “As I said, secrecy is required. After you gain the first item, I will provide details of the second.”

Of everything, this was the part of the proposal that Rathe mistrusted the most. “Is this a lack of trust, or are we to serve as your puppets, blindly going where your strings dictate?”

“Think of it as you will,” Jathen said elusively, “but understand, these are the conditions necessary to forgive your debt.”

Rathe cursed the debt as much the honor that bound him to pay it. “So be it,” he said, wondering what he had gotten himself into.
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The winding road from Skalos to the village of Wyvernmoor was no road at all, but a cart path barely wide enough for the three men to walk abreast. The sunlight falling on Rathe’s face, not warm by any measure, helped him tolerate the abundance of ice, and the dizzying drop into a gorge off to one side.

He glanced back the way they had come, but the stronghold was lost among lofty crags. He tugged back his hood to scratch his neck. Jathen had given him and Loro coarse black habits, those worn by initiates of the Way of Knowing. “We cannot hide your southern faces, but as we have adherents from all known lands, these garments will grant you leave to go about unmolested.”

Posing as an initiate also required that they walk, as those new to the Way of Knowing were denied the convenience of riding. That suited Horge and Samba the yak just fine, but it had been some many years since Rathe’s feet had served in place of a horse’s hooves. Thankfully, to Rathe’s mind, the Way of Knowing had no edicts against going forth heavily armed. He and Loro openly wore their swords and daggers at their hips, and bows in leather cases slung over their shoulders.

Rathe glanced sidelong at Horge. He was still greasy, fidgety, gracious, and quick to smile, but there was a curtness to his manner. Rathe suspected Horge was a touch put out by Jathen’s insistence of a creating a fellowship to find his so-called trinkets.

At least Horge did not have to change his appearance, Rathe thought with a pinch of envy, scratching another itch. On second thought, he was not sure Horge’s fur cloak looked so comfortable, after all. It also had a musky animal stink to it. Itchy as his robe was, at least it was clean.

“Tell us of these Iron Marches,” Loro invited Horge, popping a handful of nuts into his mouth, his bald head gleaming in the sunlight. Before they departed Skalos that morning, on the way to meet an acquaintance of Horge’s who could help them, Jathen had filled the wicker panniers hanging off Samba with ample supplies, which Loro had promptly raided. Munching and grinning, he did not seem to mind his monk’s habit at all. “South of the Gyntors, little is known of these lands. Truth told, most folk in Cerrikoth don’t believe anything save snow and ice waits beyond the mountains.”

Horge, guiding Samba by a lead rope, walked between Rathe and Loro. “There’s little enough to tell, save that it’s good Brother Jathen provided you with disguises. These lands hereabouts are oft troublesome to strangers, unless you’re protected by the mantle of the Way of Knowing.”

Rathe looked out across what Horge and Jathen named the Tanglewood, dark-forested hills and valleys that went on as far as the eye could see. “There must be more than that.”

“Not much more I can tell,” Horge said with a shrug. “Hard folk fill the Iron Marches. Fur traders trap and hunt most parts of the Tanglewood. Miners delve deep into the feet of the mountains. Farmers furrow lowland valleys, and come winter share pasture with goat herders. Woodcutters cut wood, send it down the Sedge.”

Loro looked surprised. “Sounds like most places. I expect you have highborn to keep the peace, yet I have never heard of any northern kingdoms.”

Horge put on a guarded expression. “Long ago, the Iron Kings sat their thrones in all corners of the Tanglewood, and all through the Barrowlands, which go to the northernmost shores of the White Sea. So stories say. No one has seen or heard from such a king in half a thousand years.

“They were brutal men, with hearts colder than the frozen reaches they lorded over. More like brigands, than rulers, most folk believe. If any remain, they do so as ghosts to keep their forgotten tombs. Hereabouts, there are some few who pose as highborn, but they are really the offspring of jumped-up merchants who took enough wealth into their coffers to claim lordship. The true power of these lands,” Horge finished, “lies with the brothers of the Way of Knowing.”

“Monks to rule a land,” Rathe said, astonished.

“Aye,” Horge said with a touch of bitterness. “They rule, blessing those they deem worthy, and cursing the rest to survive as they can. Mind you, there are plenty who would see them gone, but for the few protections they offer.”

Rathe held his tongue. Most smallfolk carried one grudge or another against rulers, be they kings, queens, or lords. Apparently that resentment held even for monks.

“We must hurry,” Horge said now. “Wise men do not wish to find themselves sleeping in the forests round Wyvernmoor. There are dangers within.” The way he said it, full of fear, eyes darting, was enough for Rathe. Loro made a disbelieving face, but mended that with another handful of nuts. Behind them, Samba showed his contentment with sedate grunts.

The sun was beginning to fall before they finally descended off the rocky slopes, and fell into thick evergreens and groves of white-barked birch and aspen. Before the upper reaches of the Tanglewood fully embraced them, Rathe directed Loro and Horge to go on down the road. He paused in the shade of a hoary old fir to study their back trail.

“Do not delay,” Horge warned, looking about with big eyes, fingers twining restlessly round Samba’s lead rope. “Night falls swiftly, this side of the mountains. We don’t want to sleep under the stars.”

“I only want to make sure no goats or shadows are following us,” Rathe chuckled, hoping to put him at ease.

“Do not say it!” Horge admonished. “Not the goats, mind you, but that about shadows. ‘Tis not unheard of in these parts for souls of the damned to torment the living.”

A serpent of unease coiled in Rathe’s gut. Just as quickly, he dismissed it. The shadow swordsman he had faced on the other side of the Gyntors, the same who had followed him deep into those same mountains, was no damned soul.

“Fear not,” Loro said, clapping Horge on the shoulder and guiding him down the trail. “We have faced worse that man-hunting goats or moaning shadows, I assure you. Not so long ago, we faced down a Shadenmok and her hellish hounds, as well as a risen demon-god.”

“Truly?” Horge asked, awed.

“Aye,” Loro allowed, voice fading as they plodded along the trail. “Bear in mind that if not for this mighty sword arm of mine, the outcome would have been bloodier on our end, and you’d not be sharing the trail with trueborn heroes.…”

With a rueful smile, Rathe fixed his eye on the peaks of the Gyntors. They had gone red with sunset, and looked all the more menacing for it. If they concealed anyone who wished him harm, he did not see them.

He made to turn, but movement far up the switchback trail drew his attention. When he looked hard at the spot, he saw nothing. He waited until the peaks darkened to the maroon of old blood. Nothing showed itself. Nothing moved. No mocking laughter came to him.

Rathe set out at a trot after Loro and Horge. The path widened under spreading branches. Deep layers of old leaves and fallen evergreen needles softened his footfalls. Under the trees, dwindling light faded until he could barely see a hundred paces. 

When he noticed the woman watching him from a little way off the path, his heart leaped into this throat. Rathe faltered and went still.

Her pale cloak and simple white dress blended with a stand of birch, and her form was as slender as theirs, making her nearly invisible. Light hair fell to her shoulders, but gloom obscured her features. She gestured, said something.

“Are you lost?” Rathe asked, finding it hard to raise his voice. “Can I help you?”

She came closer, picking her way through the forest as if born to sneaking. “Go,” she said, just above a whisper.

Rathe blinked, took an uncertain step toward her.

“Run,” she said, voice still low, but stronger.

“Horge says to hurry,” Loro called up ahead, one of two silhouettes beside Samba’s woolly bulk. “I tried to calm him, but … well, he’s about to shit his trousers in fear.”

Rathe looked back. The woman had vanished. Not so much as a leaf fluttered in her passing. When cold fingers brushed neck, he spun, eyes wide, a startled shout locked in his chest.

She stood not a pace from him, head bowed. Slowly she looked up, revealing a war of regret and need writhing across her face. Her shriek filled his head. “Run! Before it is too late!”
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Rathe thought his heart would burst before they pounded across a low wooden bridge on the outskirts of Wyvernmoor. Loro’s feet tangled in the hem of his habit, and he fell headlong. He wallowed in the dirt, clutching his side, sweaty face puffy and red with exertion. Shaggy black Samba came last, panniers bouncing on his back, the lead rope dragging between his legs. Horge was nowhere to be found.

“Gods,” Rathe gasped, “she took Horge!”

“Who took him?” Loro wheezed.

“The woman.”

Loro struggled to his feet with a lot of grunting and coughing. “I never saw a woman.”

“She told me to run,” Rathe insisted. “She screamed the warning. Did you not hear her?”

Loro fixed him with a doubtful eye. “I thought a bear was after you, mayhap a pack of wolves, not some howling wench.”

“We have to go back for Horge,” Rathe said, wondering if he could have imagined the whole thing.

“I’m here,” Horge called, shoving between a pair of broken-down wagons resting along the roadside.

“How did you get ahead of us?” Rathe demanded.

Horge stopped dead at the harsh tone, took a step back. “I ran, same as you.”

“I never saw you,” Rathe said.

Horge drew himself up, and said in a huff, “After you two heroes left me to face the horrors of Tanglewood, I had no choice but to steal off and find my own way.”

Rathe’s eyes narrowed. “You broke brush, and still managed to get here before us?”

“I took a shortcut,” Horge said, the indignant bluster going out of him.

Seeing Horge safe, even with his weak explanation, Rathe wanted the answer to a more important question. “Did you see her?”

“Her … you mean to say, a woman was chasing us? You must be mistaken. No sensible woman in these parts would find herself in the forest after dark.” Horge spoke with surety, but the nervous twitching of his eyes was more pronounced than usual.

“Gods,” Rathe said, “are the both of you blind and deaf? There was a woman! I saw her. She spoke to me, warned me away. ”

“I saw nothing,” Loro said irritably. “Horge saw nothing. And neither of us heard a damned thing. Mayhap, before you start doling out accusations, you should blame the touch of that fire mage. The unholy fever Durogg put in you must have scorched your wits, brother.”

“My wits are fine,” Rathe growled.

“Mayhap we should ask this friend of yours about that?” Loro countered, raising a skeptical eyebrow. “Tell me again, what’s her name?”

“She did not name herself,” Rathe said, resolute.

“’Course not,” Loro said, more incredulous than ever. “Why would she? Mayhap she’s a relation of that shadow-man you say has been skulking after us since we rode into the Gyntors?” He finished with a snort of disbelief.

Rathe’s teeth clicked together on a retort. He had seen the woman, she had been at his elbow. Yet the unnatural way she had moved from the forest to his side, without sound or motion, made him doubt. And since he was in a doubting mood, of a sudden, could it be the shadow-man had been no more real than the rest?

“You need a mug of ale and a bed,” Loro said lightly, easing off a bit. “All this adventuring is hard work. Fearsome warrior that I am, even I’ve need of a hearty meal and a buxom wench to dandle on my knee. And ale, of course. A barrel of it, mind, to cut the dust and the haunts of the road.”

Not sure what to believe, Rathe said, “Perhaps you’re right.”

Horge had listened to it all, never making a peep. At mention of an inn, he perked up. “The Gelded Dragon, where my, ah, friend waits, can provide your needs. Women, wine, song, the best of all can be had at the Dragon.”

“Surely you mean the Gilded Dragon,” Loro said.

“Not at all. Master Gilip’s great-great-great-grandfather on his mama’s side lured a dragon into an old mineshaft up north, and gelded the beast with naught but a rusty cleaver …… or mayhap it was a belt knife?” Horge shrugged, as if details were of no matter.

Loro snorted. “A fine trick, that, as dragons are tales for children.”

Horge tilted his chin defiantly. “Master Gilip has the dragon’s crimson skull hanging above the hearth. He’ll tell you about it.”

“Oh, I’m sure if I put enough coin on his bar and guzzle enough ale, he’ll fill my head with all manner of foolery.”

Horge took Samba’s lead rope in hand. “Follow me, outlander, and I’ll prove you wrong.”

“Lead on,” Loro said, after a final concerned look at Rathe.

Rathe glanced once more back the way they had run. The woman’s shout still rang in his head, but his companions had not heard her cry any more than they had seen her. He thought again of the fire mage’s power, how it had nearly burned him to ash from the inside out. Sorcery was not unknown in the lands south of the Gyntors, but he was too unfamiliar with such to know what lingering effects spells and the like might have on a man.

Troubled, Rathe caught up with Loro, and they trailed Horge into Wyvernmoor, a village with more towering evergreens than high-peaked thatch roofs. Candlelight shone through the cracks of shuttered windows, and upon a few stoops bearded, hard-eyed men reclined in crude chairs. Puffing long-stemmed pipes, or whittling, or drinking, to the last they all watched the trio pass with an air of mistrust. Propped near to hand, most of these men kept bows or axes.

“A pleasant lot,” Rathe said, nodding to one smoking fellow, but not receiving any friendliness in kind.

“You wear the robes of monks,” Horge said quietly. “As much as they protect you, they mark you out for scorn.”

“Then we should be rid of them,” Loro advised, “sooner rather than later.”

“Hard looks are better than knives in the back,” Horge said. “You outlanders need all the protection you can get, hereabouts. Besides, these folk are just cautious of strangers, most who end up being men running from troubles the folk of Wyvernmoor want no part of.”

Instead of coming to finer homes the farther into Wyvernmoor they went, the village became more ramshackle. Rathe saw a handful of houses that had burned in some forgotten year, leaving behind charred timbers leaning all aslant, and chimneys that poked up like black fingers. Wagons listed on broken wheels at every turn, rotting middens stood the height of a man down dark alleys and side yards. Flea-bitten dogs sniffed or growled at them, scrawny cats watched from abundant shadows. Despite the uninviting air of Wyvernmoor, the sounds of distant merriment drifted on the cool night air. Horge assured them again that the Gelded Dragon would be warm and welcome. Rathe kept his doubts to himself.

They rounded a bend and, far ahead, saw a lively celebration on the village green. Under poles strung with colorful ribbons and hung with bright lanterns, men and women danced. Keeping time with the music of rattles and drums, lutes and pipes, those gathered at the edges of the green clapped and sang and cheered.

“A wedding,” Horge said excitedly. “There’ll be dancing and singing, all through the night.”

A gleam came into Loro’s eyes. “Aye, and show me the wench who does not become more loving at a wedding.”

Before Loro could forget their purpose, Rathe said, “We’re not here for celebration. There is a debt that needs paying. The sooner done, the sooner we can be out from under Jathen’s boot.”

“Your honor,” Loro drawled, “your debt.”

“To which you obligated me,” Rathe answered, losing patience.

“Had I known you meant to hold it over my head,” Loro mused, “I would have spared myself the trouble of saving your life.”

Rathe pushed down his irritation. “After we speak with Horge’s companion, you can celebrate as you will. However,” he cautioned, “we set out at dawn.”

“Won’t be the first time I’ve marched with a head full of wine,” Loro laughed.

Between the three companions and the gaiety, a foursome of burly men detached themselves from the darkness along the street.

“What makes you think you’ll be joining our merriment?” a man asked, his hulking figure matching his deep voice. He stepped into the thin light, spun a woodcutter’s long-handled axe in his hands, planted the broad head between his feet. Even in shadow, the scars running through his short dark hair, down over a puckered socket, and ending at his jaw, were hard to miss. As he had spoken first, Rathe marked him the leader.

“We aren’t looking for trouble,” Rathe said, hand falling lightly to his sword hilt. They had moved beyond sight of any occupied houses. He guessed these men had planned the place of their ambush. “Unless you are, then let us pass.”

“Look, Wull! Methinks this wee brown monk fancies himself a swordsman.” This man was tall and slender, but Rathe noted a wiry strength in the easy way he hefted the iron maul in his hand.

“Shut your gob, Ander,” Wull said, the scar-faced man. He did not raise his voice, but Ander flinched like he’d been given a smart whack. “Mardin, you and Fedik get their backs.”

With a casual air, Rathe watched the two men circle round them. One was middling height, with a thatch of stringy red hair and squinty eyes—Mardin, if the way he had jumped at Wull’s order was any indication. He walked unsteadily, as if deep in his cups.

Fedik, the last, was bald as an egg and had a disturbingly empty face. He stood a head shorter than Horge, but was wide as a bull, and not an inch of his girth looked like fat. Of the four, Rathe counted him as the most dangerous. Not just for the breadth of his shoulders, but for his striking lack of emotion. His was the face of a man who would dash a newborn’s head against a rock at a single word from his leader. Rathe decided Mardin would be the first of the four to fall.

“I advise you to move aside,” Rathe said now, knowing full well Wull had no intention of agreeing to his demand. Still, the game must be played. “Do not, and I’ll be forced to defend myself. Should it come to that, your days of celebration will be over.”

Wull came a stride closer, again thumped the head of his axe down between his feet. “And I advise you to give over Horge, afore you run on back to Skalos. ‘Course, you’ll have to get by Mardin and Fedik, first. Might escape Fedik, drunk as he is. Mardin though … well, he swore off drinking a goodly stretch back. He don’t hold to sobriety so much, but he does keep oaths to his dear dead mama, even when they make him touchy. Ain’t that right, Mardin?”

Mardin stared at Rathe, pulled two curved daggers from his belt. He held them with a keen familiarity.

“You’ll have to forgive my friend’s silence,” Wull said. “On account of losing his tongue to one of your brothers when he was still tugging his mama’s apron strings, he’s not been one for talking since.” Wull laughed softly, and Rathe guessed the hard-toned and well-used jest was meant to arouse fear in followers of the Way of Knowing.

He debated telling Wull they were not who they seemed, but knew it was a waste of breath. He had dealt with such men before. Wull and his ilk held fast to hate, no matter the face they gave it, and there was no amount of water in the world could put out that fire. Blood was all such men knew. And death, of course.

Mardin stepped closer, eyes lifeless as a rotting snake’s, daggers glinting coldly with the distant light of the wedding festivities. Fedik tugged a bung-starter from his belt, twisted his fingers round the heavy mallet’s wooden handle.

Rathe said, “I would not hand you Horge, my guide and companion, any sooner than I would lay my sword at your feet. But, I am curious as to why you wish him harm?”

Wull gestured to his fellows, freezing them in place. “You monks, with your questions and edicts, sicken me. But, if you want answers, then you’ll have them. Horge is a—”

Wull cut off with a start, looked about. “Fedik, Adner, did you see where that slinky little cock got off to?”

While the toughs peeped into nearest shadows, Loro glanced from Samba to Rathe, and whispered, “I looked away, for but a moment. When I looked back, the craven wretch was gone.”

Dismissing Horge’s talent for vanishing whenever trouble arrived, Rathe flicked his gaze to Fedik, who had bent over to peer under a wagon. A light of understanding lit Loro’s eyes when Rathe drew his sword and spun to face Mardin.

The barrel-shaped man was quick, stunningly so, but Rathe’s backhand stroke fell like lightning. His blade sang as it smashed away one of Mardin’s daggers. Still turning, Rathe drove his fist against the man’s stony chin. Mardin retreated a single step, shook his massive bald head, and charged. Rathe rolled under grasping fingers, came up in a crouch. Mardin had already turned about, and now crashed against him. Blades locked together, they fell to the dirt, each vying for an opening.

Without warning, Madrin snapped his head down. Rathe twisted, taking the brunt of the blow on a shoulder. Madrin tired again. Rathe twisted the other way. This time, the brute’s forehead slammed against Rathe’s ear. The glancing strike dazed him. Another would render him unconscious.

Trying to heave the man off his chest was akin to shoving against the weight of a mountain. Struggling for breath, the side of his skull throbbing where Madrin had butted it, Rathe did the only thing left to him. He rammed his knee into the man’s groin. Madrin reared up with a roaring gasp. Rathe caught the wrist of the man’s dagger hand, and toppled Madrin off his chest.

Uttering a high wheeze, Madrin rolled into Fedik’s heels. Loro crushed the pommel of his sword against the red-haired man’s temple at the same instant, and he fell bonelessly atop Madrin. Growling like an enraged bear, dark robes flapping around his bulk, Loro raised his broadsword and set upon them both.

Rathe came up as Ander rushed in, swinging his heavy iron-headed maul overhead as effortlessly as small hammer. With a snarl, Rathe swept his sword up, and the blade hacked through flesh and bone. Ander fell one way, his mouth gaping in a soundless scream. His arm and the maul fell the other way. Rathe paid neither any more mind, and went for Wull.

As Rathe closed, the man’s surprise at the unexpected reversal shattered. He blocked Rathe’s attack with the handle of his axe, and chips of seasoned ash flew. Rathe’s blade whirled, and he struck with a blurring backhand. More chips flew, but Wull held his ground.

“Keep at it monk,” Wull taunted, “and you’ll dull that pretty sword.”

Rathe did not waste a breathe to speak. He heard sounds of struggle at his back—Loro, by the voice, but could not chance a look. He circled warily. Wull matched him step for step. 

“If I’d known you wanted a dance,” Wull chuckled, the scarred side of his face moving from shadow to light, “I would’ve let you pass.”

With a blinding flurry of strikes and counterstrikes, Rathe pressed in hard. Until the very end, Wull held his own, grinning and taunting. Rathe unexpectedly spun, arm and sword extended. The last inch of his blade scored a fine cut across the base of Wull’s neck. The man’s laughter became a bubbling hiss, his axe fell from his fingers. With shocked eyes, he staggered and fell to his backside. He pressed his palms against his throat, and a torrent of blood, black in the night, poured between his fingers. Wull tried to speak, but more blood washed over his lips in place of words. His hands fell slowly to his lap. He died slumped forward and sprawl-legged.

“You need to talk to someone about breaking your curse,” Loro panted, coming up behind. His sword ran red, but he seemed unhurt. Two unmoving men littered the ground behind him. Chewing his cud, shaggy coat ruffling in the breeze, Samba looked at the battle’s survivors as if nothing untoward had occurred.

“What curse?” Rathe asked. He knew full well what Loro was going on about, but he also knew he had never mentioned it to anyone. He glanced at the village green. The revelers had formed into a large circle made up of whirling dancers.

Loro straightened from cleaning his blade on Wull’s woolen trousers. “The one you speak of in your sleep. Khenasith, the Black Breath.”

“The way you snore, how do you hear anything?”

“Make your jests,” Loro said in a serious voice, “but there must be some truth to it.”

Rathe looked sideways at him.

“Think on it,” Loro began. “Nabar’s men hounded us down the Shadow Road, as sure as if we’d told them our route. Then you faced some shadow-man. We were set upon by Tulfa, who wanted to roast us on a spit. Then there’s Durogg, who nearly killed you with a touch. After that, Jathen would only agree to heal you if we agreed to fetch his worthless baubles. Now Wyvernmoor. We barely stepped foot into the village, before a pack of rogues decided we needed to die.”

Rathe could have argued, but Nesaea’s voice filled his mind. “Yours is a fate buried in shadow, a life of woe, a harrowing storm to trouble your every step. Turn this way or that, but you will never escape distress, until the grave draws you to its loveless bosom.”

He held still for some time. “Soon as I was old enough to wield one, I have lived by the sword. I’ve made war across a handful of kingdoms, faced more enemies than I can count. Through all that, I never counted myself accursed or blessed. My enemies have changed since I was exiled to Fortress Hilan, but they are only enemies of a different war. I do not hold to curses.”

“Fools!” Horge cried, rushing out of the darkness. He skidded to a stop when the two warriors faced him, swords held ready to lay him open.

“You sniveling wretch,” Loro said, face twisted in anger. He advanced one step, another. “I’ve a mind to cut you into maggot bait, here and now!”

“What … why?” Horge blubbered, cowering away, hands raised.

“Leave him be,” Rathe ordered. If any man deserved pity, it was probably Horge. He also deserved a clout to the head, but that was a matter for another time.

Loro halted. “If it’s not a curse upon you, then this craven whoreson led us into a trap. I remind you, we came here at his word.”

“I don’t need reminders,” Rathe said, eyeing the feral little man. “Why did you bring us here? Speak the truth, or I’ll allow Loro to do as he wishes.”

“The Gelded Dragon,” Horge whimpered. “We need to go there. Quickly. Before anyone finds what you’ve done.” He looked toward the dancers, now struggling to keep up with a chaotic tune. No one on the green seemed inclined to leave all that light and laughter. 

“We defended ourselves,” Rathe said.

“You’re outlanders who wear the robes of the Way of Knowing. Even if you are believed, the townsfolk will not take to you murdering men they know. And that’s how they’ll see it—murder. Come with me, before it’s too late.”

“What of the dead?” Loro asked.

Horge glanced at the corpses and shuddered. “Leave them. If luck favors us, everyone will think they got pissing drunk, and fought amongst themselves. Hereabouts, that’s not unheard of—” He cut off abruptly. “Where’s Ander?”

Rather and Loro looked around. All that remained of Ander was his stiffening hand. Loro laughed. “Seems he decided life was worth living.”

Rathe cursed under his breath at having missed the man’s absence. He pushed that aside, and fixed Horge with an unflinching eye. “Why are we here? The truth.”

Horge cringed, fingers plucking at the collar of his grubby tunic. “The friend I told you about is my sister. She waits at the Dragon.”

Considering they had found Horge at Deepreach nearly a fortnight gone, Rathe was about to ask why she would be expecting him. Horge answered before he could.

“At the last turning of the moon, we agreed to meet at the Gelded Dragon. She worries, my sister, and knew the mistake of getting tied to Jathen. If not for Durogg, I would’ve set out the day after you saved me from Tulfa and the shadowkin. If I delay any longer, I fear my sister will do something foolish. She’s very vicious, when angry. Come, my friends, and I will introduce you to her.”

“Worrisome and vicious?” Loro said dryly. “Sounds mad. I’d rather meet a hungry wolf.”

Horge’s lips trembled. “She is a wolf. I mean, that is to say, she can behave as a wolf, if pressed. Yes, very wolfish, very wild, very—”

Rathe waved Horge to a stop, before his gibbering grew intolerable. “Fetch your yak,” he commanded, “and take us to her. After we meet, I want a meal and a bed.”

“And a plump wench to nuzzle,” Loro added, a wide grin splitting his face.

Horge looked behind them, spun in a frantic circle. “Where’s Samba?”

“Where you left him….” Rathe trailed off. The yak was gone. “Seems your pack beast has taken the habits of his master. More’s the pity, as Samba ran off with all our supplies.”

With a regretful sigh, Loro said, “We should have eaten the smelly beast, while we had the chance.”

“Samba knows the way home,” Horge said, sounding more hopeful than sure. “We can fetch him on the morrow. Come, my sister waits.”

As they turned to leave, Rathe spared a last glance for Wull. He looked a child gone to sleep while playing in the street. Quietly, Rathe said, “I gave you the choice, friend, where you offered none. You should’ve heeded me.”

Wull did not answer. He was dead, and growing cold.

Chapter 22

 

 

 

Rathe had seen the inside of worse places, at least one or two. The Gelded Dragon reeked of sour ale and sawdust, with a hint of old vomit. Worse was the stench of the poorly tanned furs worn by the inn’s few patrons. With all the revelry outside, he had expected to find a welcoming haven of light and gaiety. Instead, he was greeted by a gloomy interior sparsely occupied by trappers and woodcutters, wild men all, with dirt-blackened nails, rotted teeth, and sour expressions. Some wore their hair long and matted. Others had shaved their skulls and decorated them with tattoos. A few looked up when Rathe and his companions stepped through the open door. Most searched for meaning or absolution within the depths of their wooden tankards.

“Gods damn my black soul,” Loro gasped, halting next to Rathe. When Horge tried to squeeze between them, the fat man dropped a heavy hand to his shoulder. “ ‘Women, wine, and song, the best of all can be had at the Dragon.’ Those were your words. Instead I see shit heaped upon shit.”

Horge missed Loro’s irritation, and nodded excitedly. “Aye, ‘tis true.” He jabbed a finger at a stout figure plodding under the burden of a serving tray loaded with tankards. “Vena will also do all you ask for a copper,” Horge said with a lecherous wink.

“Vena is a woman?” Loro said doubtfully. “Unless my eyes deceive, I see a beard decorating her chin.”

Horge looked confused. “Aye, that’s what makes her special. It’s rumored she can—”

He cut off with a squeak, when Loro dragged him close. “Don’t say another word, or I’ll have out your filthy tongue.”

Horge’s mouth worked, but no sound came.

“Where’s your sister?” Rathe asked, peering round the smoky common room. Back beyond the few mostly empty trestle tables, shadows lurked deep and plentiful.

“I don’t know,” Horge said, struggling to pry Loro’s thick fingers off his shoulder. “Master Gilip might have word of her.”

“Let him go,” Rathe said.

Loro obliged with a disgusted oath. “If you’re not cursed, then I am. Gods, I miss Fira. Mind you, she was a touch scrawny, and a hellcat to boot, but a man did not have to wonder about her being a woman. By the gods, I had no concern of her using a beard to tickle my fancy!”

Rathe pressed his lips together against a burst of laughter. Not so long ago, Loro had complained that Fira’s carnal appetites had shamed his own sordid morality.

Horge scurried ahead, nodding to a few surly fellows. They ignored him. At the empty bar, he stood on tiptoes to look over the edge. “Ah, there you are!”

Rathe struggled not to recoil from the man who stood up. Master Gilip leaned on the wooden bar. A pox had scarred his gaunt face, and his hair hung straight and coarse and yellow. His sunken eyes, underscored by dark, hanging folds, took in his newest customers.

“Master Gilip,” Horge said, “these are my friends, Rathe and Loro.”

“Didn’t know you had friends, Horge, even amongst the monks,” Gilip said, chuckling in a disconcertingly high-pitched voice. “Wull has been asking after you. Might be you want to catch up with him, soon as possible. Horge, are you ill?”

Horge swallowed. “Wull, you say? I … I’ll find him on the morrow. Aye, I’ll do just that.”

Master Gilip’s gaze roved over Rathe and Loro. “Well met, good brothers.” His tone was pleasant enough, but no love glinted in his gray eyes. “Ale, wine, or mead?”

“Ale,” Loro said, shoving Horge aside. “Bitter is better.”

“I’ve a cask of fresh goat piss.”

Loro dropped a handful of coppers on the bar, held up two fingers. Gilip swept up the coins with an approving chuckle. “And you, Brother Rathe?”

Rathe had a taste for wine, but guessed the request might not go over with such a hard lot of men. “Goat piss for me, as well,” he sighed.

Gilip waited for more coin. Rathe cocked his head at Loro. Grumbling, the fat man doled out another two coppers. Gilip made them disappear as fast as the first. A moment later, three wooden tankards, crowned in dark foam, slid across the bar.

Horge reached for one, but Loro slapped his hand away. “You’ll not drink on my coin.”

Horge licked his lips, rustled under his cloak, came up with a long, yellowed fang. 

Gilip squinted at it. “Bear?”

“Frost leopard,” Horge corrected.

“Suppose I could make a necklace from it.” Gilip pursed his lips. “Add another, and you have a trade.”

Horge produced a second tooth, this one with the tip broken off, and placed both on the bar. “Have you seen Yiri about?”

“Aye,” Gilip said, turning back with a fourth tankard of ale. It was half full, but Horge took it without complaint. “At her usual table. Been waiting for you, I expect.”

Horge looked into the thick darkness at the back of the inn. “Has she … gotten up to any mischief?”

“You could name it that.” With a narrowed eye, Gilip reached under the bar and came up with a mug of rich dark wine. Rathe stifled a disbelieving groan.

Horge gulped his ale. With a contented sigh, he clunked the empty tankard atop the bar. “Has she been scrying again?”

“Not so as I would recognize it,” Gilip said. “I’ll tolerate the reading of leaves, even peering into mirrors and the like, but Yiri goes too far with her beetles and blood.”

Loro choked on his ale, spraying misty foam across the bar. Gilip scowled, tugged a filthy towel from his apron, and gave the wood a cursory swipe. “Put an end to that nonsense, Horge, and you and Yiri are welcome in the Dragon. Don’t, and I’ll toss you both out on your scrawny arses.”

“We paid your fee,” Horge whined.

“Aye, and I expected Yiri’s talents to draw folk in, not run ‘em off.”

“I’ll speak with her,” Horge promised, casting a longing glance at Loro’s second brimming tankard.

Gilip looked between Rathe and Loro. “When you’re done with Yiri, come back, have another round, and I’ll tell you about the dragon my grandfather gelded.”

Rathe followed the man’s gaze to the skull hanging over the crackling hearth, just where Horge had said it would be. Two small horns had been crudely affixed to the skull, and streaky red paint colored the bone.

Loro used the back of his hand to wipe foam from his lips. “If I do not miss my guess, that’s a horse skull.”

“As dragons spawned horses,” Gilip said in all seriousness, “there are similarities. Come back, and I’ll reveal all to you.”

As they made their way to the back of the common room, Rathe took a tentative sip of his ale. His tongue recoiled like a salted slug. Goat piss would be an improvement.

“Gods and demons,” Loro intoned, “this may be the finest ale I’ve ever had the pleasure of tasting.”

“Just so,” Rathe agreed, trying not to gag. Passing a man facedown and drooling on the tabletop, he placed the tankard near his limp hand. As he looked half-dead already, a little more could not hurt him.

Horge went around a half-wall, pushed through a curtain of strung beads, small skulls of vermin, and strips of tattered linen. “Yiri? That you, dear sister?”

“Did you get the Heart of Majonis?” came a woman’s curt reply. She sounded young and hostile.

Rathe peered into the dimness hovering round a low-burning candle. A slender shape hunkered in a chair, almost lost in shadow.

“Yiri!” Horge cried nervously. “I’m glad you are well. I’ve brought friends. This is Rathe and Loro, up from realms south of the Gyntors. They saved me from—”

“I asked about the Majonis crystal, idiot,” Yiri snapped, shoving back her chair and standing up. She was shorter even than Horge, her silhouette blade-thin. The gloom still shrouded her features.

Horge flinched back. “Aye, ‘tis safe with Jathen!”

Yiri’s head turned. The glint of one dark eye shone through a fall of matted black hair. “Nothing is safe in the hands of those goat-buggering monks, and surely not the Heart of Majonis. Had you not entangled yourself in their schemes, the crystal would be in our hands, where it should be.” She studied Rathe and Loro’s robes. “Can we expect to have you two fools along, until this venture is done?”

“They aren’t brothers,” Horge said in an exaggerated whisper. “Theirs is but a disguise, put on them by Jathen. They are to help me find the trinkets the monks want.” Briefly he explained all that had happened from Deepreach to Skalos, and the debt he owed Rathe and Loro.

Yiri’s abrasive bearing relented by the end. She sat into her chair, passed a hand over the candle, and the flame leaped higher, casting all in a cheery light. “Horge my dear, sweet, witless brother, why must you be so reckless?”

He had no answer, save to twitch and fidget. She turned to Rathe and Loro, revealing a dirty, waifish face. Her resemblance to Horge was unmistakable. The difference rested in their manner. Yiri did not share Horge’s constant unease. She seemed wholly sure of herself. “As for you two, I suppose thanks are in order for saving my brother from his own foolery.”

Rathe accepted that with a nod. “Horge told us you would help.”

Yiri pushed a clump of hair back from her face to peer at him with unsettling intensity. “Give me your hand,” she ordered curtly.

“I’ll keep it to myself,” Rathe bristled.

Yiri snatched his wrist before he could jerk back, pulled him close with surprising strength. With a curse, Loro’s dagger flashed to her neck. “Unhand him, you shit-grubbing urchin, or find yourself with another set of lips.”

“Easy,” Rathe said, using his free hand to push the blade to a safe distance. “I think she wants to read my fortune.”

“Aye, aye!” Horge cried. “’Tis all. Just his fortune. No harm in that!”

Loro backed away, but did not sheathe his dagger. Yiri stared at him a long time, then bared a set of small white teeth in what might have been either a smile, or a hateful grimace. Rathe guessed the latter, as Yiri seemed averse to friendliness of any sort. Her expression smoothed, and she opened Rathe’s fist with the touch of a long-nailed finger. 

“You have suffered great loss,” she said at once.

“What man hasn’t?”

She traced the lines of his palm. “True, but your wounds go deeper. You’ve lost friends and loved ones at the hands of others and—” she glanced up “—by your own hand.”

Rathe snorted. “I’ve never taken the life of one I loved.”

“Not by choice, and not always by violence,” Yiri agreed, her voice low enough that neither Loro nor Horge could hear her.

When Rathe looked at them, they seemed frozen. Even the candle’s flame had ceased its gentle dance. “What witchery is this?” he demanded, trying unsuccessfully to pull free of her grasp.

“The kind that would shatter your mind to know,” Yiri crooned. “Do not fear … Scorpion, Champion of Cerrikoth, I will make an end to your burden.”

He started at that, for Horge had not made mention of those titles. Before his struggle broke her grip, Yiri’s eyes filled his sight, encompassed him about in a warm obscurity that was neither light nor darkness. Against his will, Rathe felt himself relaxing, unable to resist.

“Be at peace, Rathe. I mean you no harm. I will help you.”

“Help me … what do you mean?”

“Yours is a heart troubled by regret,” she said. “So burdened, a spirit-demon has found in you a perfect sanctuary.”

“You speak of the Khenasith!”

“Aye. ‘Tis time for you to be free of that burden. Let it go, Scorpion. Free yourself….”

At her soothing tone, nameless villages, razed and smoking, flashed behind Rathe’s eyes. Each filled with men, women, and children, all cut down and left to fill the gullets of vultures and starving dogs. Scenes of butchery and murder, made so at his command. Did it matter that, in turn, he had given his orders at the behest of his king? 

He saw Thushar, his sword-brother, who had stood beside him against those who plotted his downfall. Thushar had died well and proud, where Rathe had been granted a reprieve. 

Nesaea hove into view, his goddess of snow and silver. He had abandoned her at Valdar, claiming it was for her safety. He still believed it so, but could there have been another way? She had let him go, and he had not looked back. Her violet-blue eyes had shed tears at his departure, and he had felt his own tears burning in his heart, unshed.

“Do not bear these burdens,” Yiri admonished, voice coming from far away. “They are born of choices made out of love and loyalty and duty, not spite. Open yourself to me, and I will steal away these sorrows. Allow me to break the curse upon you.”

“My regrets are mine to keep,” Rathe said, voice hollow. “They are as much a part of me as my own flesh. Who are you to rob me of conscience? Who are you to pardon me?”

“What you are will remain,” Yiri promised. “I take only that which you should willingly banish from yourself, that which will leave you a broken shell of a man.”

“I … I do not know,” Rathe said.

“Keep your guilt, if you must,” Yiri breathed eagerly, “but I will take the life of the curse that makes sport of your pain, as it has so many others.”

Again, he tried to pull back, but Yiri was relentless, and he stood as frozen as everything around them. She loomed, eyes black as midnight waters, teeth white and sharp. She cast aside her tattered cloak, drew off her ankle-length tunic, revealing pale naked flesh stretched tight over prominent points of bone. A quick, deft tug at his belt opened his robes, and she molded herself against the lithe muscles of his chest and midsection, her arms stealing around him to draw them closer still. Her skin was cold, so cold, and his heat drained into her. With a languid sigh, Yiri pressed her face against his. Words of a strange tongue crossed her lips.

“What are you doing?” he tried to say, but the question never came.

Yiri’s answer was a kiss, gentle at first, then fierce, forcing his mouth open. When she leaned away, gasping, it felt as if she were extracting his soul. Rathe’s eyes widened at the wisps of dark vapor stretched between them. Yiri’s eyes rolled to show the whites. Her jaw came unhinged, and her mouth grew cavernous, rapidly filling with those ethereal wisps. Rathe screamed, but he heard only a sighing moan. Yiri’s spine bent back on itself until the top of her head touched the small humps of her backside. An arc of swirling darkness flowed out of him and into her.

Of a sudden, the last of the black mist tore free of Rathe, and he toppled to the floor. Yiri straightened, matted hair standing on end around her head. Her mouth gaped wide around the columnar body of a gray-scaled, serpentine creature. Blunt horns jutted from its skull. Instead of one face, four encircled its rounded head, each bearing three squinted gold eyes. The third eye of each face formed a vertical slit above the other two. The head turned, seeking, each trio of eyes finding Rathe before turning again, so that the others could take him in. Four mouths, ringed with rows of needled teeth, spoke as one.

“Think you to escape us so easily?” the four voices of the Khenasith boomed. “Think you to deny the ignominy of your existence?” raged the beast of untold sorrows, the Black Breath.

Rathe steeled his resolve against the living spirit, its consuming malevolence now freed of the bonds safeguarding the seen world from the unseen. “Leave this place,” he grated, “and return to your masters in the Abyss.”

“Command us nothing!” four mouths shrieked. “We are born of the mystery of the dark, while you are but the issue of lesser beings crept from mud and filth.”

“Perhaps,” Rathe gasped, rising to his feet. “But my flesh is mine own, and you shall not possess it.”

“Dare not bandy words with us, fleshling. You are but an amusement, a plaything to be discarded at our pleasure—”

Rathe’s sword cleaved the four faces of spirit. They broke apart around flashing steel, only to reform. Four mouths grinned around innumerable teeth, twelve eyes flared like slivers cut from the sun. Before their mockery resumed, Yiri drew the darkness within herself, as if they were no more than smoke from a pipe. Behind her clenched teeth, voices of madness raved, and slowly dwindled.

“What did you do?” Rathe asked.

“I freed you,” Yiri replied, smiling weakly. “And now we must rest.” 

Before Rathe could speak a word, Yiri waved a hand before his eyes, the motion drawing a curtain of night across his vision and mind.

Chapter 23

 

 

 

“Aye, ‘tis true,” the trapper murmured to those seated around him. “The Lady of Regret is joining the hunt this season, and with her the Wardens of Tanglewood.”

One of the man’s companions quaffed ale, slammed the tankard down. “Let the Hunting Bitch come!” he roared, reeling in his seat. “She’s welcome to my soul!”

“Your soul’s not worth the hair round my arsehole,” another man bellowed.

Crazed laughter met this, but the man who had spoken first looked at his companions with stark terror in his eye. “Laugh if you will, but I name it the death of fools to do so.”

Rathe shut his ears to another burst of derisive laughter, dropped his aching head onto his arms. It seemed he had been listening to that conversation for days.

Since coming into the Gelded Dragon, time had become distorted, elusive. Surely no more than an hour had passed since Horge introduced them to Yiri, but Rathe could scarcely recall a moment of it. Something had happened between him and Horge’s sister. Whatever it was, it escaped him. Neither Loro nor Horge seemed out of sorts. Rathe supposed his strange feelings might have more to do with the touch of the fire mage. Or it might have been that ghastly ale the innkeeper had given him. Or…. It matters nothing, he thought wearily, resting best he could.

Loro stumbled back from the bar and collapsed into a chair, fists filled with brimming tankards of Master Gilip’s goat piss ale. “It’s a dragon!” he announced.

Rathe sat up when Loro shoved a tankard in front of him. Despite himself, Rathe ignored the ale’s bitter stench, and gulped the tankard dry. He coughed, belched, and felt better. “Dragon?”

“Aye, the one on the wall,” Loro said with a sly wink. “Might look a horse’s skull with yak horns poked into it, but as Master Gilip saw fit to give me a round of free ale to hear him out, I let myself believe it’s just as he says.”

“Dragons, Lady of Regret, Wardens of Tanglewood,” Rathe mused. “These Iron Marches seem full of terrors.”

A look flashed between Horge and Yiri. “Myths,” he declared, at the same time she said, “Foolish legends.”

“Yes, well, I for one am ready to see what sort of bed my coin has bought,” Rathe said, pushing back from the table. “We have an early start, so I suggest——” The inn’s front door boomed open, cutting him short.

“Murder!” a man bellowed, shoving his way into the Gelded Dragon. Men and a few women spilled in with him, all shouting at once.

“What’s this?” Master Gilip demanded, his filthy rag poised over the bar.

“Wull’s near had his head cut off!” the first man cried, looking wildly about. “Madrin and Fedik’s dead too! Ander’s nowhere to be found.”

“Red butchery!” a woman shrieked, reeling as drunkenly as the man at her side. By the straw in their hair, and her with one pale teat flopped out of her bodice, they must’ve joined the mob after a tumble in a hayloft.

By now, a dozen folk had crammed through the doorway, shoving and shouting, all eager for a righteous bloodletting.

The trapper who had been speaking about the Lady of Regret leaped to his feet. “I warned you! Warned you all, I say! The Hunting Bitch is come again, and rides even now through Wyvernmoor! Arm yourselves!”

Pandemonium broke out, women shrieking, men cursing, everyone jostling. Two men butted heads by accident, and set to pummeling each other with hard fists. Master Gilip clambered over the bar, bellowing for everyone to get out, before they tore the place down around his ears.

“Weren’t no ghost lady,” came a piercing cry. “’Twas them as did it, the monks!”

Silence fell in an instant. Horge squeaked, and Loro guzzled the last of his ale. The young woman who had spoken stood holding a gurgling baby in the crook of her arm.

Master Gilip shook his head. “They been here most of the night, drinking my ale. I even told the fat one about the dragon. Besides,” he added, voice low and urgent, “They’re monks. You want no part of the trouble as comes from attacking such men.”

“Mayhap time’s come to run ‘em out?” a man queried in an eager voice.

“Mayhap,” another said, low and dangerous, “it be time to kill ‘em all!”

Angry, merciless glares turned on Rathe and the others. The wench with the bared teat stuffed it away, filled her hand with a rusted dagger, doubtless preparing to spill a few bowels.

“Here now,” Gilip said, raising his hands for peace. “There be no call for such talk. Like as not to find your head missing its neck, you keep on this way.”

“We want no trouble,” Rathe said calmly. “We’ll just be on our way.”

“I seen ‘em do it,” the young mother spat, the lie almost hidden by the mad gleam in her bulging stare. “They all set on Wull like wild beasts. Cut ‘em to bits, they did, and kept some pieces as trophies.”

Rathe blinked in amazement. The throng took his hesitation as an admission of guilt, and began pushing forward, fighting each other for the privilege to get at Rathe and the others first. 

“This way,” Yiri hissed, teeth bared, hunchbacked as an angry cat.

Rathe hurled a table into the path of the clamoring horde, and darted after her. A tankard soared past his head, another pelted him square in the back. He was thanking Ahnok that no one had thrown a knife, when a twirling blade streaked by his ear and thudded into the wall.

Then he and Loro, hard on the heels of Horge and Yiri, ducked into a narrow hallway, raced down its length, burst through a ramshackle door and out into the night. Yiri wheeled down the alley and scampered into the woods. The rest followed. Rathe darted behind a screen of brambles, as the villagers came howling out of the Gelded Dragon.

“Keep low, and hold your tongues,” Yiri warned, slapping a hand over Horge’s quivering lips. When he nodded, eyes bulging above her fingers, she let him go.

Without another word, she began creeping quickly through the dark forest. Behind them, the villagers were spreading out, some bearing torches, others beating the brush. 

Yiri led them deeper into the forest, and the commotion at their backs faded. They soon came to a game trail, where she paused to listen for sounds of pursuit.

“Did you kill Wull and the others?” she demanded, voice low.

Looking back the way they had come, but not seeing anyone, Rathe nodded. “They gave us no choice. They wanted your brother,” he added, when it seemed she would start cursing them for idiots.

She chewed her bottom lip. “You should have told me sooner. We could’ve been well away by now.”

“Is there a safe place?” Loro asked.

“Not this side of the mountains,” Yiri said. “Best to fetch whatever Jathen wants, and be done with it.” She looked at her brother. “And what does the good monk want?”

When Horge swallowed, his throat clicked. “The … the Keeper’s Box.”

“No,” Yiri snarled. “’Tis not his to claim.”

Rathe, who had not been paying close attention, spun at her harsh tone. “What’s so special about this box that you would sacrifice your brother’s life for it?”

“I don’t know that there is anything special about it,” she said, gaze wavering with the lie. “What concerns me is that Jathen has the Heart of Majonis, and now also wants the box.”

“What difference does that make?” Loro asked.

“Only one power can seal such a box, and that power comes from the Heart of Majonis.”

Rathe studied the young woman. “Why should sealing a box concern you?”

Yiri drew a deep breath. “Because such a seal is unbreakable and everlasting, save for those who sealed it.”

Someone yelled close enough for Rathe to duck down. He whispered, “It could well be that Jathen intends to seal something that should be hidden away. Besides, I gave my word that I would help him find what he wanted. As you know where this box is, you’re going to take me to it.”

“No,” Yiri said firmly.

“You must help,” Horge pleaded. “If Jathen doesn’t get what he wants, he’ll hunt us to the ends of the world. His reach is far, sister. Too far to escape.”

“Do not tell me what I already know!” Yiri snapped.

“A decision is in order,” Loro said, nodding to the line of torches bobbing through the forest.

“Trouble will come of this, brother,” Yiri warned.

“Aye,” Horge said. “But mayhap it’s a trouble we should have faced long ago.”

“Mayhap you are right,” Yiri said, eyes narrowed with smoldering anger. “But know you set us on a dangerous road, one we have avoided for good reason.”

“There be a time and place for all things,” Horge said softly. “Mayhap the time for retribution, at long last, is come.”

Before Rathe could ask what they were going on about, Yiri waved for them to follow her.
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Fira reined in. “Surely we’ve traveled far enough to stop for the night?”

“I suppose,” Nesaea answered, a little put out. They had made good time in the days since leaving Skalos, but it seemed Jathen’s directions were inaccurate. By her estimation, they should have reached Ravenhold just before dusk. Now it was the middle of the night, and she saw nothing to indicate a fortress lay nearby.

Sitting astride her horse, Nesaea held aloft an Eye of Nami-Ja to light the mountain trail. Overhead, the boughs of lightly frosted firs blocked the sky, and their trunks marched off in all directions until merging with the darkness. She swung the orb, seeking a likely campsite.

“There,” Fira said, pointing to a small clearing at the narrow fringe between light and dark.

Nesaea would have preferred to get farther from the trail, but decided if bandits were about, they were not likely to wander around in the forest so late. She guided her mount off the trail and into the forest, wary of hidden holes and roots that might upset the horse’s footing. Once to the clearing, she dismounted in a patch of grass.

“Maybe I’m suspicious,” Fira said, unsaddling her horse alongside Nesaea, “but it seems to me that Jathen might have led us far astray. Despite wanting to bed us, I think he hopes to never see us again.”

Nesaea recalled the desire in his eyes, then his curt dismissal. Whatever his amorous thoughts concerning her and Fira, getting rid of them had taken precedence. And, other than a word of caution, he had readily sent them off to a place he had first suggested was dangerous. “Not only does he hope to never see us again, I do not think he expects to.”

Fira paused in rubbing down her mount with a handful of grass. “You think he is walking us into a trap?”

Nesaea held silent, considering. She knew only a little about the Way of Knowing, and less about the monks who resided in Skalos. She did know they could not be trusted. They were men who sought forbidden and elusive knowledge for the sake of seeking and possessing it. To what purpose, no one knew. Anyone who came between the monks and a perceived treasure was considered an opponent fit only for destruction. “Not a trap,” Nesaea said slowly. “I believe he sent us to our death. At least, what he believes will be our death.”

“Why would he?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it? My guess is he wanted to be rid of us, and whatever awaits us at Ravenhold is the easiest way to make that happen.” She wondered if there could be a higher reason, but did not see it. Likely, Jathen wanted to dispose of any and all who came poking their noses where they ought not be poking.

“That filthy whoreson,” Fira cursed. She took a calming breath. “Do we go back and gut the treacherous bastard?”

Nesaea hesitated. “After Ravenhold.”

“Why would we go there, if that’s where he thinks to be rid of us?”

“Because we might be jumping to conclusions,” Nesaea admitted.

“Seems a fool’s risk.”

“Not if we’re cautious.”

Fira accepted that, but not without a fair bit of harsh murmuring.

After they tended the horses, Nesaea used flint and steel to kindle a small fire ringed with stones. Better to not have a fire, but it was so damnably cold, and her fingers so damnably stiff.

“Tea?” Fira asked, pulling a tiny black pot from her saddlebag. With more than a little skepticism, she added, “I trust the monks of the Way of Knowing must know all there is to know about good tea.”

“Naturally,” Nesaea said, tone matching Fira’s. She had found that most folk who claimed supreme knowledge about one subject or another, rarely knew more than anyone else.

While the water and tea heated, Nesaea nibbled some of the hard travel bread they had gotten from the stores of Skalos. She hoped the tea had a better flavor. The fire slowly warmed her, at least the front half. She counted any warmth a blessing. Soon, her eyelids grew heavy.

“You look tired as I feel,” Fira said, handing over a wooden cup brimming with dark tea.

Nesaea wrapped her fingers around the cup for warmth, and breathed deep the fragrant steam. Some of her doubts began to fade about the monks’ understanding of good tea. At the first sip, she knew she had misjudged them, at least on one score.

“Gods,” Fira sighed, eyes closed, a smile turning her lips. “I’ve never had better.”

Nesaea opened her mouth to agree, but the words stuck in her throat, and her eyes went wide. A pair of pale figures were sneaking out of the forest behind Fira. Before her tumbling cup struck the ground, she had leaped up and drawn her short sword.

Fira reacted in a soundless blink, flinging her tea aside and diving over the fire. She came up beside Nesaea with steel in her hand, shocked gaze roving. “What’s wrong with them?”

Not having an answer, Nesaea saved her breath.

The figures, a young woman and an old man, wore tunics and leather breeches, but no shoes. Their overlarge eyes bulged obscenely, glistened like oiled onyx. They came closer, until Nesaea could make out black veins crawling under pallid skin. Red sores pocked the scant flesh of their arms and legs, climbed up their necks to their cheeks. Where those wounds dotted their brows, Nesaea saw yellowed bone.

“Plague,” Fira yelped, backing away.

The old man’s mouth worked, making a breathless hiss. The woman reached out with a hand of bones hung with garlands of rotten skin. If there was life in the pair, it did not wear a face Nesaea recognized.

The horses began jerking at the lead ropes, stomping nervously. Nesaea heart jumped when she looked that way. More figures were escaping the forest, young and old alike.

Fira shot her a fearful look. “Do we fight?”

You cannot kill what is already dead. The unspoken thought hooked in Nesaea’s mind.

The first woman had shuffled closer, ragged feet churning through the campfire’s coals. With her came the overpowering stench of something hauled from the lightless depths of a mire.

“Nesaea!” Fira quailed, taking another step back, head whipping back and forth. “They’re all around us!”

After she passed through the fire, the plague-ridden woman’s pace quickened, the smell of charring meat proceeding her. She reached, bony fingers curling, sagging strips of skin dripping foul brown fluid. Her black eyes locked with Nesaea’s. In them shone the absence of everything.

“Nesaea!” Fira shrieked.

Gagging, Nesaea hacked off the dead woman’s arm at the elbow. And dead she must be, for no blood jetted from severed veins.

Still the woman came on, grasping with the other hand. Nesaea braced her feet, her blade slashing a deadly pattern across the woman’s throat, chest, and belly. Head bobbling on a neck cut half-through, lungs fluttering behind broken ribs, belly spewing loops of rank innards, the woman’s pace did not falter.

Nesaea avoided a swipe of naked finger bones, twisted with all her strength, sweeping her blade sidearm. With a crunching screech, steel ripped through the woman’s neck. Her head hit the ground, bounced over a litter of pine straw, came to rest against the base of a tree. Depthless black eyes rolled, seeking.

Nesaea’s revulsion turned to horror when the fingers of one hand closed around her throat. The headless woman had not stopped. Nesaea buried her blade into the corpse’s middle, once and again. Skeletal fingers squeezed, cutting off her air.

The old man knocked Nesaea and her foe to the ground. He wriggled over the top of them, a rapid slithering that pinned Nesaea’s thrashing limbs. His drool splashed over her lips, ran over her tongue. The taste was death and corpses. His panting, gurgling hisses burrowed into her head, wrapping her tight in ropes of panic. Sightless eyes regarded her, came closer. Festering lips peeled back from the old man’s teeth, his tongue darted and flicked, a lurid kiss, slobbering, tasting, savoring.

Far away, Fira’s screams rose higher, then cut off. Darkness came for Nesaea, falling over her in gray waves, piling on until all went dead as the black eyes filling her vision.
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The foursome tromped through the forest for the rest of the night, climbing into the forested hills overlooking Wyvernmoor. At dawn, they reached the hovel Horge and Yiri named home. After supplying Rathe and Loro with a meager bite of food and a skin of water, the odd pair bustled them back outside. Yiri admonished them to keep a sharp eye for pursuers, then slammed the door in their faces. Rathe was of the mind that the villagers had turned back long since.

“I don’t trust Yiri,” Loro said bluntly.

Rathe looked over the rudimentary pile of rock and timber where Yiri and Horge lived. It had a roof of moldy thatch in need of replacing, but inside there had been a massive fireplace to quickly cut the chill from each of its three rooms, and to provide ample light for the central room. Shelves stocked with foodstuffs, earthenware containers and other oddments, reached from floor to ceiling. One wall seemed wholly dedicated to Yiri’s craft.

“Nor do I trust her,” Rathe admitted. She had done something to him back at the Gelded Dragon, but try as he might, he could not remember anything untoward. “When we met Yiri,” he said slowly, “did anything happen?”

Loro gave him a curious look. “How do you mean?”

“Did she do anything to me?”

“Well,” Loro said taking a contemplative swig from his flask, “she read your fortune, said something about your curse being lifted.”

“Truly?”

“Aye.”

“And after?”

Loro pondered that, as if not quite sure himself. “We gathered at a table in the common room, ate Master Gilip’s rabbit stew, then I let him lie to me about dragons. After, we drank and made merry with a few wedding guests who grew thirsty after so much dancing and singing, those same scoundrels who later turned on us.” He gave Rathe a concerned look. “You don’t remember any of that?”

“I recall her taking my hand … and then men talking about some women, the Hunting Bitch.”

“You lost half the night,” Loro said, growing concerned. “Jathen warned you might have lapses. How do you feel now?”

“Well enough,” Rathe said, surprised to find it so. It seemed a weight had been lifted from him, a burden he had not known he carried.

“Mayhap she did break that curse,” Loro said, shrugging.

“I don’t believe in curses.”

Loro chuckled. “Not believing doesn’t change the truth of a thing.”

“You a philosopher, now?”

“Shit on that, brother,” Loro said, hiking a leg to break wind.

Rathe could not help but laugh. He laughed all the harder when Loro joined in, roaring and clapping his knee.

“This is no time for mirth,” Yiri admonished, exiting the hovel with a plump haversack slung over one shoulder. Buried under panniers and supplies, Horge came out after her, a look of bemusement on his narrow face. Together they made a pair of pitiable youngsters, both clad in rags, their hair long, black, and matted; one stern, the other perpetually worried. But they were not youngsters. In truth, they were a handful of years older than Rathe.

Rathe and Loro shared a look, and laughed harder.

“Let’s be about this,” Yiri ordered sharply, turning on her heel and stalking toward the back of the hovel.

“Where are you off to?” Rathe called between guffaws.

“To the Keeper’s Box, you blithering fool. Sooner done, the sooner we can be shut of each other, and Jathen.”

Rathe sobered. “Just so.”

“Don’t mind her,” Horge said, after she vanished. He seemed about to say more, but instead began doling out panniers, waterskins, and blanket rolls between Rathe and Loro.

“Thought you said Samba knew the way home?” Loro asked, settling the load on his shoulders.

“Aye, he does.” 

Rathe made a show of glancing around. “Then where is he?”

Horge shuffled his feet and mumbled, “Samba must’ve taken the long way home.” Before any more questions could be leveled at him, he abruptly set off after Yiri.

A trail behind the hovel led high into the mountains. Shady cool forests welcomed them, the sun-dappled still broken by flitting songbirds and the occasional chattering squirrel.

When Loro remarked on the peacefulness, Horge said, “Midsummer is pleasant as it gets, hereabouts. Come winter, the Iron Marches freeze solid. Men burrow through snow as rats through walls. If winter lingers, men grow weary of drinking and sleeping, and go mad.”

“Sounds like a place to escape,” Rathe said, wondering just how far off winter was. Last he could remember of warmth had been in Onareth, just after King Nabar spared him from the headsman. Of course, all that was before Rathe killed Nabar’s brother. A long time, it seemed, but only a pair of months had passed, maybe a touch longer.

Horge shrugged. “’Tis home.”

Rathe walked in silence, wondering if he was destined to spend the rest of his life running from Nabar’s men, never calling any place home, even one as grim as the Iron Marches. It was a thought for another time. For now he had purpose, and maybe one purpose would lead to another. At present, that was enough to keep him placing one foot in front of the other.

Near midday, after following a rising trail up the rugged spine of a ridge, the foursome dropped into a narrow vale. A stream cut through it, braced on either side by a grassy meadow strewn with tiny-blossomed wildflowers. On the highest edge of the meadow, within easy walking distance of the stream, a pile of charred rocks and blackened timbers showed where a house had once stood. The stout chimney had fallen in years past, and lay like a forsaken shrine.

Yiri motioned for them to stay behind, then veered toward the rubble

“Where’s she going?” Rathe asked.

“To retrieve the Keeper’s Box,” Horge said.

Yiri hesitated just beyond the ruins, seemed to draw something in the air before her face. She was too far off to decipher the words, but Rathe made out something spoken in a guttural tongue that made his skin creep.

“What devilry is that?” Loro asked, his suspicion palpable.

“There are wards against intrusion,” Horge said, unperturbed. “If she doesn’t drop them, they would burn her to ash.”

Rathe arched an brow. “Only she can enter?”

“There are some who could break the barriers Yiri built, but only a few.”

Loro looked around nervously. “Are there many such folk in these lands … sorcerers, witches, and the like?”

“Are there none where you come from?” Horge countered.

“We have our court magicians,” Rathe said, “but theirs are tricks of deception, sleight-of-hand.”

“There are seers, also,” Loro put in. “But of true and powerful magic? Such as that is for stories.”

“I would like to visit these lands,” Horge said. “They sound peaceful…….”

While Loro and Horge talked, Rathe watched Yiri. At her gesture, a pearlescent dome shimmered over the rubble, and just as quickly vanished. Yiri lowered her hand and cautiously stepped forward. She spoke to the air again, and a curl of mist rose from the ground, almost invisible under the sun. Something about what she was doing, some sort of witchery, and likely the true reason Jathen had not retrieved the box himself, brought to mind a nightmarish image of a creature with four faces.

“How did you know to find the box here?” Rathe asked, distancing his thoughts from the unsettling pictures in his mind, doubtless spawned by some hellish dream he had forgotten. 

Horge’s bottom lip trembled when he spoke, and a sudden tearful sheen wetted his eyes. “I really cannot say.”

Loro gave him a hard look. “Which means you know, but refuse to explain.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Horge said, refusing to meet Loro’s eye.

“Keep lying,” Loro warned, “and I’ll begin to believe we are not the friends you claim us to be.”

Horge looked at his sister, and Rathe followed his gaze. The mist she had been talking to was gone. Now she busily poking through the scorched rocks where the hearth had once stood. 

With an aggrieved sigh, Horge said, “This was our mother’s home, where Yiri and I were born. The night it burned, our mother perished.”

“Gods and demons,” Loro blurted. “You mean to say, she burned alive?”

Horge shook his head, looking more hesitant than ever. “She was dead before the flames turned her to ash, her throat cut at her own table. Mother Safi, folk used to call her to her face, while naming her a devil behind her back. But when need compelled them, they came in the night, full of shame, and bearing pleasantries and kitchen scraps for her cures. Swearing poverty, never did they bring silver or gold. They took more than they deserved, and ever did Mother Safi give, happy to do so.”

“You said her throat was cut,” Rathe said slowly. “Were you there, when it happened?”

Horge swallowed, rubbed his thin nose. “Aye. I was but a child, less than four years, but I remember it still. The girl sliced her ear to ear, like a hen for the pot. After Mama fell into the hearth and caught fire, Yiri took us into the forest. For long years, we lived as we could, stealing and hiding, until Yiri began telling fortunes hereabouts, and earning coin.”

“A patron did the deed?” Rathe asked.

“No,” Horge said bitterly. “She who called that night proved to be a thief and a murderess, hiding behind a comely face.”

“Why would anyone steal what was freely given?”

Horge took a deep breath, eyes faraway. “That night, our mother asked for more than potatoes and cabbages. And for the asking, the thankless handmaiden of Lady Mylene, who could have given more than all the others together without missing a copper, slashed her throat instead, and stole what she had come for.”

“Who is Lady Mylene?” Loro asked.

“She is no more,” Horge said distantly. “Her handmaiden failed to return to Ravenhold in time, and the plague destroyed all those living within the fortress, including Lady Mylene. In that, I believe justice was served.”

“I have it!” Yiri said, racing back to the trio. Behind, her, Samba came bustling out of the forest, grunting as he trotted to catch up. 

“Seems your yak knew where to find you,” Loro said. 

Horge stared at the shaggy black beast. Where Rathe would have expected elation, the ratty man’s face showed confusion.

When Yiri halted, she held up a small ivory box etched with ugly engravings.

“That’s it?” Loro said, incredulous. “It has the look of rubbish.”

“The worth of enchanted devices is not in their beauty, but their power.”

“Something that small will not hold much,” Loro mused.

Horge moved to greet Samba. The beast showed a rare display of annoyance by swishing his tail, as Horge ran his hands over his back, flanks, and legs. Before he finished checking the yak for injuries, Loro had already dropped his panniers. Despite Samba’s unusual show of displeasure, Yiri began loading the beast. Rathe guessed the beast’s previous luggage must have been lost when it fled Wyvernmoor. 

“I don’t care what the box holds, or doesn’t,” Rathe said, coming back to the matter at hand. “What’s important is that we have it, and can learn of Jathen’s third trinket.”

“A long walk back to Skalos,” Loro said, pausing in helping Yiri and Horge arrange Samba’s growing burden. He looked east over the hazed forest and spires of gray rock. “You’d think Jathen would have had a better way to get word of our success.” 

“He does,” Horge said, turning to rustle through a pannier. Samba grunted irritably. Horge brought up a leather sack no larger than his fist, untied the drawstring, and poured a cloudy ball into his palm. It might have been glass, but Rathe guessed it was something else. He had seen the like before, something Nesaea owned. Eyes of Nami-Ja, she called them, a pair of magical devices from Giliron. Unlike hers, this sphere did not give off light.

“A seeing glass,” Yiri said, awed. Her lips thinned into a stern line, and her brow furrowed. “Jathen should not have that.”

“Aye,” Horge said. “But then, neither he nor his Brothers should have most of what they do.”

Yiri shook her head in disapproval. “Mark me, the day will come when the brothers of the Way of Knowing stand unmatched. On that day, the fools who exchanged a pittance of gold for so many objects of power will learn their mistake. Worse, all the rest of us will share their remorse.”

Horge, one of the gold-enticed fools Yiri spoke of, gave her a guilty look. “I … I’m sorry. If I’d known, I never would’ve bargained with Jathen. ‘Tis just … well, I no longer wanted to be a—”

“What’s done is done,” Yiri interrupted. “I forgive you. Mayhap the day will come when we can rid the world of their accursed order.”

“Do not hope that day will arise in your lifetime,” boomed Jathen’s voice.

With a squawk, Horge leaped into the air, and sent the seeing glass flying from his hand. Rathe’s sword leaped from the scabbard, as did Loro’s. Horge cowered behind Yiri, who had raised clawed hands, as if preparing to dig out Jathen’s eyes. Or does she mean to weave dire magic? Rathe guessed no matter how powerful Horge considered his sister, she was not powerful enough to reach into a seeing glass and inflict harm upon the warrior monk.

“I suggest more caution,” Jathen said dryly, voice now coming from a clump of thick grass. Samba sidled near, nosed about. “The worth of a seeing glass is a thousand and a thousand times that of your miserable life, Yiri. Or anyone’s life, for that matter. Now, get that damned beast away from the glass, before it tramples it into the mud.”

“How much can he see?” Rathe whispered to Yiri, as Horge drove Samba off with a gentle shove, and bent to pick up the sphere. 

“Using the twin to that glass,” Yiri said quietly, “he can see and hear all that we do.”

“All the time?” 

She shook her head. “No. Only for a short time can a seeing glass be used, lest you burn it out.”

“I do not understand.”

Yiri flashed him a feral smile reminiscent of Horge. “Why would you?”

“She has you there,” Loro smirked. 

Horge gingerly held the orb on the tips of his fingers, as if it were blistering hot. “Better,” Jathen said. “Now, show me the Keeper’s Box.”

Yiri moved closer and lifted the crude object. “This is what you seek. Now, reveal to us the last item, so that we might be done with you and your profane order.”

Jathen chuckled, and Rathe could imagine the man’s blue eyes peering coldly into his own seeing glass. “Ah, little Yiri. Still hateful and misguided, I see. You are in luck, girl, as what I require next puts you on the trail of the one who killed your mother.”

Yiri scowled so fiercely that Rathe drew back a step. “She who murdered my mother is long dead.”

“I’m intrigued,” Jathen mused, “how one with your skills can truly believe death holds any permanence?”

“Speak plainly,” Yiri ordered. 

“I think not,” Jathen laughed. When his mirth died, he added, “Go to Ravenhold. There you will find the amulet your mother named the Wight Stone. Five days hence, I will expect your return to Skalos with the amulet in hand.”

“Why five days?” Rathe asked.

“As I told you before,” the monk said, “I joined you and your sword to Horge and his quest because my brothers and I determined stealth was not enough to achieve success. You go now to a place where danger is not a question, but a certainty. If you have not retrieved the Wight Stone and returned to me in the allotted time, you never will.”

Chapter 26

 

 

 

They camped that night not far from the ruined cottage where Yiri and Horge’s mother was murdered. The evening was cool, but Rathe did not expect frost. But then, frost was the last thing on his mind.

“Tell me of this Wight Stone,” he said, in a tone that left no room for hedging.

“’Tis a treasure,” Yiri said reverently, then went back to nibbling the roasted leg of a hare Loro had shot with his bow. Rathe did not think she would add more, but she did. “The Wight Stone cannot fall into Jathen’s hands.”

“By what you told before,” Rathe said, “I expect him to seal the Wight Stone in the Keeper’s Box. Doesn’t that mean it will fall into no one’s hands?”

“The Wight Stone is our birthright,” Yiri snapped.

“And stolen at that,” Horge added, licking grease from his fingers.

“As I understand it,” Rathe said, “you have no choice but to give it over, unless you want Jathen hunting you the rest of your days. Something tells me those days would be short. More to the point, on my honor I swore to repay my debt to him by helping you find his trinkets. One remains, this Wight Stone. I do not mean to allow you two to go running off with it, and leave me with my promises unfulfilled.”

Yiri considered him, dark eyes shrewd. “I can make it so you never need to worry about Jathen. I can make it seem to them that you never existed.”

“Or, I can do as I am obliged,” Rathe said. “I have little enough honor as it is. I mean to keep what is left to me.”

“To the Abyss with your honor,” Yiri snapped, hurling the now fleshless bones of her dinner into the fire. “You cannot have what was promised to us by our mother, and neither will Jathen. ‘Tis ours!”

“Perhaps we should talk about this on the morrow,” Loro interrupted, gaze roving between them.

“Just so,” Rathe agreed, then fixed Yiri and Horge with an uncompromising stare. “Do not think to escape in the night.”

Yiri flashed a hard smile. “If I want to flee, you cannot stop me.”

Rathe stared at the ratty little woman, and decided he did not like her much. Best get done what needed doing in a hurry, and be free of her.

“I’ll take first watch,” Loro said, rubbing a hand over his bald head.

Rathe banked the fire, while Yiri and Horge took their blanket rolls off of Samba and laid them out nearby. Rathe made his bed near the warm stones of the fire ring, and lay down on his back. He fell asleep looking at the hard glint of stars through the tree branches.

He started awake to find a woman kneeling over him, the same he had seen outside of Wyvernmoor. She leaned in close, hands cupping his cheek. He tried to move, but felt as if ice had encased his bones. Rathe struggled to speak. “Who are you?”

She answered with question of her own. “I warned you away, yet you are here. Who sent you into this forest?”

“A monk,” Rathe admitted, unable to contain the truth. “Brother Jathen, of Skalos.”

Her expression became rigid as carved granite. “Once more, the fool has chosen a larger fool to do his bidding. This must end.”

Rathe began to ask her meaning, but the sound of someone smashing through the forest cut him off.

“Up!” Loro roared. “For your lives, up!”

One moment the woman loomed over Rathe, the next she stood at the edge of camp. “Survive, if you are able,” she called with a doubtful smile. “If you do, then come to me at Ravenhold.”

Rathe flailed about, throwing off his blankets and jumping clumsily to his feet. A wild rustling sounded where Yiri and Horge had bedded down. They were gone, a pair of rumpled blankets marking where they had been. Rathe glanced at Loro bashing his way through a tight weave of saplings. When Rathe looked back to the woman, she had disappeared.

Loro stumbled into camp, the edge of his sword rippling with moonlight. He cast about. “Horge and Yiri?”

“Fled,” Rathe said, bringing his own blade to bear. “What did you see?”

Loro gave himself a shake. “Riders coming.”

“Armed?”

“Aye.”

Rathe turned a slow circle. After all the shouting, the forest lay still. “I do not see….”

He trailed off when a horseman came into view not twenty paces distant, a pale form against the backdrop of dark forest. His mail gleamed cold and silvery, like wet ice. A red-and-white quartered shield emblazoned his snowy tabard, upon which soared a jet raven. Thick darkness oozed through the slitted visor of his helm, surpassing even the darkness of the night.

“I see but one rider.” Rathe said, as the warrior raised a long-bladed spear.

“There’s another,” Loro said, pointing out a second guiding his destrier through a clutch of trees.

Rathe waited, tense, the dreamlike quality that had plagued him falling away. Once the commander of the finest company of cavalrymen in all of Cerrikoth, he knew too well the difficulty of besting armored horsemen from the ground. It could be done, with luck and blessings. Having been woefully thin on the first of late, he offered up a fervent prayer to Ahnok.

As if in mockery to that silent plea, a third horseman emerged from the forest. Dread filled Rathe when another rider appeared, silent as the first three. Without warning, the four riders hurled their spears with stunning force and accuracy.

Rathe flung himself down beside Loro. Four shafts passed through the empty space they had occupied, and lanced into the ground. Rathe raised his head to find the horsemen thundering forward.

Rathe leaped up. “Do you know what to do?” he asked, voice hard and sharp as the sword in his hands.

Slower to his feet, Loro growled, “Aye, but that will not help us.”

The riders closed, mounts soaring over fallen trees and bursting through hedges of bramble. Rathe tried to think of rousing words, but could find none.

As the first horseman reached them, his great broadsword swung, a deadly silver stroke. Rathe and Loro dropped into crouches, their own swords hacking the horse’s forelegs. The destrier made no sound of pain as it streaked by.

The last three riders charged into the camp, bowling Loro over. Rathe threw himself wide, but a line of searing cold slashed across his shoulder before he could fly clear. He hit the ground and rolled to his feet. Wet heat replaced the cold, as blood flowed down his back. He shook off the shock of pain. Feet nimble and sure, he ran at the four horsemen, stunned that the first rider sat upon an uninjured mount.

Veering at the last instant, Rathe wrenched a spear out of the ground and hurled it at a rider. The warrior’s helmed head swung, the black of his slitted visor seeming to reach out and steal away Rathe’s breath. With a casual air, he swung his sword and splintered the haft.

Rathe dropped his sword to catch up another spear, even as Loro did the same. Together they stood ready, no more than a handful of paces separating them from the warriors. The riders charged. Rathe rammed the butt of his spear into the ground, angled the tip upward, and the spear’s blade sank into the horse’s breast. As the beast charged past, it ripped the spear from Rathe’s hands, and knocked him sprawling.

He came up gasping, dizzied. Stumbling, he retrieved his dropped sword. The riders wheeled. Two of the warhorses bore deep gouges, from which hung a pair of spearheads. No spot of blood marred their coats.

“It cannot be,” Loro said. He looked to Rathe. “Fleeing is in order, methinks.”

“This is their land,” Rathe said. “There’s nowhere to hide that they will not find us. We fight, or we die.”

“I do not mean to die,” Loro growled.

When the horsemen came again, Rathe feigned terror and darted away, drawing one rider from the other three. Passing a broad tree trunk, he scampered round it, and came out on the backside as the horseman galloped by. He grabbed the rider’s wide leather belt, heaved himself up behind the saddle. Teeth bared in a rictus snarl, he plunged his sword into the man’s side, ground the steel deep, popping links of mail, until the tip burst out the other side. The man did not bleed any more than his horse. Neither did he seem to feel pain.

Keeping one hand on the reins, the warrior flapped the other one over his shoulder, trying to grasp Rathe. His first attempt failed. The second try caught Rathe by the hair, yanked him forward. Rathe’s neck gave an alarming crack, and for a moment he feared the horseman would rip his head from his shoulders.

The rider lost his grip when the horse jumped a downed tree. Rathe reared back, struggling to fend off that seeking hand. Still gripping the sword hilt, Rathe used all his strength to lever the blade through the horseman’s midsection. Rings of mail split, one at a time, under the press of his blade. So too did the rider’s flesh tear, and his ribs snap. The rider never made a sound, never grew weaker.

Desperate to end the fight, Rathe gripped the flailing hand before his face, yanked it back. At the same time, he jammed his feet against the back of the rider’s knees and pushed hard, while sawing his sword back and forth.

When his steel reached the rider’s spine, Rathe wrenched the warrior to the side. Unsupported bone and gristle gave way with a dry crackle. A blast of red dust burst across Rathe’s vision, and a tangle of desiccated entrails spilled over his thighs, like old roots. With a revolted shout, Rathe chopped his sword against the last tendrils of withered meat and sinew, and the rider’s torso fell away.

Rathe batted away the rider’s bottom half, and dropped into the saddle. He leaned far over the horse’s neck, snatched the reins, and yanked the beast around. Whether or not the horse knew its true master was dead, it responded to Rathe’s commands, and galloped back toward camp.

Loro came into view, surrounded by three circling riders intent on tormenting their prey. Rathe ended their silent sport with a chilling shout. As he swept into their midst, his sword ripped through the neck of one rider. Instead of a bloody shower, red dust burst from the wound. The headless rider floundered out of the saddle, as his horse galloped into the night.

Rathe wheeled to see one of the two remaining horsemen strike Loro a blow to the head. The fat man dropped as if his bones had become water, the way a man will fall when struck dead.

“No!” Rathe howled, charging back. His horse collided with another, and both went down. Rathe clambered free of the thrashing beasts, thrust his blade through one warrior’s visor, wrenched it free, and set out after the last rider.

The warrior’s steed reared, hooves slashing the air before Rathe’s nose. Swinging his sword like an axe, one hoof fell away. When the horse dropped down, Rathe plunged his blade hilt-deep into the beast’s belly and laid the horse open, freeing loops of shrunken innards. A rear hoof lashed out, catching Rathe a glancing blow to the hip. He went down in a heap, numb all over. Close at hand, Loro stared with blank eyes, blood running freely from a gash on the side of his head.

The last horseman guided his hobbling mount to stand over Rathe. Grasping his broadsword by the blade, he hoisted it high. As the rider tensed to strike, a thin bar of green fire streamed out of the shadows, engulfing both the warrior and his mount. The horseman dropped his sword as Yiri escaped the bushes, a seething sphere held between her hands, the source of green fire. She smiled like a girl with a new doll.

Rathe scrambled up, and dragged Loro farther from the prancing horse. Burning like a torch, the rider tumbled to the ground, and there writhed soundlessly within a furious ball of consuming flame. Faring no better, the horse charged a short distance into the forest before it collapsed. In moments, the intense heat abated, the flames died, and only smoking piles of ash remained.

“Gods and demons,” Loro murmured. 

Rathe nodded, too stunned by what he had just seen to speak. Then he started violently, and looked down at his friend. “Blessed Ahnok, you’re alive!” 

“Did you expect otherwise?” Loro said, offering a weak grin.

Before Rathe could kneel at his friend’s side, Yiri shoved him out of the way, muttering under her breath. “It worked,” she kept saying, sounding delighted and shocked, all at once.

“What was that?” Rathe asked, uneasy.

“If I am to help,” she snapped, “then stand aside.”

Rathe backed off. Horge seemed to spring from the ground at his feet. Weariness and concern for Loro could not quite overshadow the ratty man’s abrupt return, or the latest revelation of his sister’s talents. “Soon,” he said to Horge, voice menacing, “we must have ourselves a long conversation.”

Horge gave him a fretful look, then reluctantly nodded. “Aye.”

“We have to leave here with haste,” Yiri said, helping Loro to his feet. He looked better, despite the blood covering his face and neck.

“Tell me why?” Rathe demanded. He was finished being put off and lied to. Everyone he had met since crossing the Gyntors seemed guilty of one or the other, and sometimes both.

“Other riders will come,” Yiri said, scanning the dark forest. 

“Who are they?”

Yiri opened her mouth to speak, then pressed her lips together. 

Horge answered for her. “The Wardens of Tanglewood.”

“Unknown grace has spared us a fate worse than death,” Yiri added. For the first time, Rathe detected an emotion besides scorn or anger in her voice. Now he heard fear.

Rathe said, “When we are safely away, I want answers.”

Yiri faced him, ratty hair parted round one squinted black eye. “Once given, your wants might change.”


Chapter 27

 

 

 

Nesaea peeked through the door’s small, barred window. She could just see the curve of the guard’s jaw. Far as she could tell, he had not moved since she came awake in the dim cell. She had hoped he would become careless, but that now seemed unlikely.

Mind made up, a rising sense of urgency filled her. She backed well away from the door, raised a finger to her lips for quiet. Fira watched from one corner of the cramped cell, as Nesaea swiftly unlaced her breeches, reached into a pocket sewn in the leg, and withdrew a set of lock picks. “We have to get out of here.”

“Shouldn’t we wait until later in the night?” Fira asked. Like Nesaea, she bore numerous bruises and scrapes, but seemed no worse for wear.

“We’ll make our escape in the small hours of the night, just before dawn,” Nesaea assured Fira, despite neither of them knowing what the present hour was in their windowless cell. “For now, I want to make sure we can flee, when the time comes.”

“We don’t even know where we are. What if we end up in the hands of those—” Fira faltered “—those dead folk?”

That was as close as either of them had come to mentioning those who had beset them, or the pale woman who had put a halt to the attack. Nesaea had avoided thinking about what had happened. Now that the subject had been broached, she had no choice.

She knelt before the door and, with a delicate touch, began working the lock. “After we get out, we’ll need weapons.”

“Blades didn’t help much the last time we used them,” Fira said with a shudder.

Nesaea felt a tumbler go with a soft click. She pressed the picks deeper, wiggling, probing. “We’ll have to stay hidden.”

“A fine plan, if we can stay out of sight. What if not?”

An idea came, but Nesaea was reluctant to say it. “There is a way, if hard.”

Fira glanced out the barred window. “Well, have out with it.”

Nesaea considered the young woman she had cut the hand from and then beheaded, the same who had then blindly wrapped her remaining hand around Nesaea’s throat. “Cut them to pieces. Anything to slow them down, and keep them from coming after us.”

Fira shuddered again. “That didn’t work so well before.”

“Our butchery was not thorough enough. That’s the key, and our only hope,” Nesaea said, as another tumbler went.

“A lot of extra work, cutting folk to bits.” Fira’s face contorted at the ghastly nature of the conversation. After scrubbing her palms over her eyes, she went on. “Work like that takes time. So much time, I expect they’ll overrun us.”

Nesaea tamped down her rising irritation. Fira was just trying to be helpful. “I—”

She cut off at the sound of approaching footsteps. Nesaea backed away from the door, hastily stuffing the picks down the front of her breeches. The naked steel was cold again her skin, but not as cold as the tight knot that formed in her gut when the lock rattled and the door swung inward. The pale woman stepped into the cell, and calmly regarded them. Fair, slight, and golden-haired, she did not look dangerous. Yet she had commanded the dead folk, and they had heeded her. She spoke without preamble.

“Why have you come to Ravenhold, when both fools and the wise shun this fortress and its holdings?”

Nesaea forced herself to remain calm as the guard moved behind the woman, the visor of his helm a black, light-devouring slit. “I am Nesaea Vonterel, mistress of the Maidens of the Lyre.” She avoided adding Lady to her name, aware of how foolish it would sound, here and now. Nesaea glanced at the fire-haired woman behind her. “This is Fira Timon, a dear friend, and sister of the lyre.”

The pale woman blinked slowly, as if bewildered by the necessity of introductions. “Why are you here, Nesaea?”

Nesaea might have invented a reason, and it would not have been the first time she had hedged, but could see no point in it now. “I seek my father.” Saying it aloud made her think of Brother Jathen. If any doubt remained that he had wanted to be rid of them, it had vanished.

“Your father?” the woman said, clear blue eyes widening in surprise. “Why ever would you expect to find him here?”

“I was told he came to Ravenhold.”

“Who claimed such a thing?”

“A cockless son of a one-eyed whore, that’s who,” Fira snapped.

Nesaea shushed her with a sharp gesture. “Brother Jathen of Skalos sent us.”

The woman’s features stiffened. “I do not know what he tucks into his breeches,” she allowed with a faint smirk, “but he is, without doubt, a deceitful bastard of a man. Long have I dealt with his consorts, those who seek to steal that which belongs in Ravenhold. Twice in so many days, he has sent strangers into my midst. My patience with him and his order is quickly coming to an end.” 

Nesaea had heard words spoken in anger. She was not so sure she had ever heard them spoken with such hate. Distantly, she wondered who else Jathen had sent to Ravenhold. 

The woman gave herself a little shake. “You mentioned your father. Tell me of him.”

“Sytheus Vonterel,” Nesaea said. “He’s a man of many talents, but for the most part a performer of illusion. Last I saw him, he was portly, middling height. A man given to laughter.”

“I know of this man.”

“Where is he?” Nesaea asked, heart beating heavily in her chest.

“Your father died in the Tanglewood, cut to bloody pieces before I could end the slaughter.”

A hand fluttered to Nesaea’s mouth, stifling a moan. For the longest time after the raiders had destroyed her family, she had believed Sytheus died, the same as her mother. She had concealed the misery of that belief deep inside her, used it to fuel her resolve in getting free of her former master, to escape Giliron and begin a far different life than her mother and father had imagined for her. That misery, once a bleeding rip in her soul, had healed into a hard, nearly invisible scar. And so it had remained, until hearing her father’s name in the Blue Piper.

Now he was dead again, and she felt like the lost and crying girl she had been, chained in the musty darkness of a ship’s hold, naked and molested to drunken cheers, destined for a life of unending degradation.

Their host stepped closer, voice at once soothing and sorrowful, and altogether mesmerizing. “I can ensure grief never again touches you.”

Nesaea peered at the woman through shimmering tears. Behind her, another guard joined the first, the gap in his visor as dark as the other’s. Shoulder to shoulder, they moved through the doorway, a burnished metal hedge.

“I want nothing from you, save our release,” Nesaea said, backing away. Her journey was short, given the size of the cell.

“You will think differently, once you begin to live in the absence of all pain and loss.”

Fira brushed by Nesaea, jammed her nose against the woman’s. “Stand aside, you pasty bitch—”

Whatever else she might have said ended when one of the guards struck her a terrible blow, toppling her to the floor. Nesaea leaped into the fray, but the second guard caught her flying hair and jerked her back. The first guard abandoned Fira, slammed his fist against Nesaea’s belly, once and again, battering the breath from her. A third blow landed against her chin, bringing with it a burst of stars. 

Nesaea fell to her knees. Unsteady, she looked to Fira, reached out one quivering hand to her dazed friend.

The golden woman smiled. “Your struggles and pain will soon come to an end, and you will thank me.”

Chapter 28

 

 

 

A cheerless gray dawn found the foursome bleary-eyed and exhausted from lack of sleep, but far from their previous camp. A light mist beaded every surface, sank a damp cold into weary muscles. 

Horge and Yiri knelt on either side of Samba, searching the murky forest for any who might stalk them. Rathe took the moment to hone the nicks from the edge of his sword. Close by, Loro slumped against a tree trunk, bald head swathed in a drab linen bandage. 

“Gods and demons,” the fat man swore, nose wrinkled. “What did you put in this poultice?” 

“Remedies to heal you thrice as fast as without,” Yiri said. “Things,” she added with a savage smirk, “that you’re better off not knowing.”

“Well,” he grumbled, “it smells like spoiled fish and sheep droppings.”

“You’re lucky you can smell anything,” Rathe reminded him, pausing to test his blade with a thumb. Be it luck or fate, the blow to Loro’s skull had been with the flat of the sword, rather than the edge, otherwise they would have been burying him, instead of listening to him grumble. Still, Rathe could sympathize, for the same noxious ingredients had been added to the bandages Yiri placed on his shoulder wound. Fetid or not, he felt no pain, and could move as if no sword had cut him.

Deciding he had waited long enough for Yiri and Horge to begin volunteering information, Rathe sheathed his sword, and pulled a swatch of cloth from his belt. It was a piece of the tabard taken off one of the dead horsemen, before Yiri had burned them all to ash. “Tell me about the men who wear this,” he said, “these Wardens of Tanglewood.”

Horge recoiled at the Shield and Raven adorning the fabric. Yiri just stared.

“Answer him,” Loro warned, “or I’ll have out your useless tongues.” If he feared Yiri burning him alive, he gave no sign of it.

“Tell me of these men,” Rathe insisted. “I cut one in half. He did not make so much as a peep, and his blood was dry as dust. I have seen the like, but only in a crypt.”

Yiri shook her head slowly. “They were men once, but no more. And, as it happens, they have been dead long years.”

“Dead men do not ride and fight,” Loro scoffed, gaze rolling toward Rathe. “And to say the man’s blood was dry, makes me think it was you who took a knock on the head, instead of me.”

Rathe spread the scrap of tabard, poked a finger through a long slit in its center. “You made this with your sword, yet there is no blood. Can you explain that?”

“My steel never touched flesh,” Loro said.

“I assure you, it did,” Rathe said, looking to Yiri. “If they are not men, what are they?”

Yiri twisted her fingers together. Rathe waited. Nervousness did not suit her. After a few moments, she blurted, “The Wardens of Tanglewood are wights.”

“I fought no ghosts,” Rathe said, “but flesh and bone.” So far, he had avoided thinking about how those dead men and their pieces had continued to move, stopping only after Yiri set them afire.

“’Tis the power of the Wight Stone which gives them unnatural life. They are soulless beings, controlled by the holder of the stone. Those we fought were turned after they died. Those who are changed while still alive, remain alive, after a fashion.”

Rathe shook his head in disgust. “And when were you going to tell us we faced such creatures?”

“’Tis not the creatures you must fear,” Horge said in a rush, “but she who controls them—”

“Be still!” Yiri shouted. 

“I suggest you remain lively,” Rathe countered.

Horge looked from Rathe to Yiri. “There is no reason to hide what they will soon learn for themselves.”

Yiri’s mouth twisted. “Very well. Tell them, for all the good it will do. Tell them, Horge, just who controls the Wardens.”

Horge fidgeted for a moment, then hung his head. “Lady Mylene of Ravenhold … the Lady of Regret.”

Rathe clutched Horge’s shoulder. “You claimed she was but myth and legend, and dead besides, with the rest of the fortress.”

“Unhand him, lout!” Yiri snarled.

Rathe loosed Horge, but did not relent. “Who is this Lady of Regret?”

“She hunts the living,” Yiri began, “and makes of them slaves to her will. Ravenhold is a place of death. What matters to Lady Mylene is keeping her illusion alive. She cares naught for the living she destroys.”

Rathe was not so sure of that, else why warn him away outside of Wyvernmoor? “How do we take the Wight Stone from her?”

Yiri gave him a wondering look. “You still mean to go on, even after what I have told you?”

Rathe laughed grimly. “The dead do not frighten me.” The dead walking about killing the living, however, was another matter entirely. He kept that to himself.

“And lest you forget,” Loro said to Yiri, “there’s all that tripe about his honor. Jathen gave him back his life, and now he seems to think he’s obliged to give Jathen what he wants.”

Rathe did not waste a breath explaining himself. Honor was one of the few things that could never be stolen, but did require diligent labor to keep ahold of it. “At the camp, before the Wardens attacked, she invited me to come to her, should I survive. I see no reason not to indulge her.”

“Very well,” Yiri said, eyeing him mistrustfully. “I accept your help.”

“We will see who accepts help from who,” Rathe said, knowing full well the moment would come when he must deal with Yiri and Horge’s claim to the Wight Stone. He hoped Horge would side with him, but the man seemed beholden to his sister, even at the cost of his own life. Time would tell.

Chapter 29

 

 

 

The four companions crouched in the trees a little way off a road that skirted farmlands, and ended at Ravenhold. The fortress perched between the flanks of two densely forested mountains. The setting sun painted its high, pale walls a dusky rose. Flapping Shield and Raven banners soared atop turrets studded with arrow loops. Sentries paced the ramparts, wielding halberds and crossbows. Rising high behind the walls, great towers and keeps, some flat-roofed, others with spires or onion-shaped domes, kept vigil over the surrounding lands.

“Seems tidy,” Loro said uneasily.

“And very much alive,” Rathe added.

Yiri shook her head. “There is naught but death here.”

“If so,” Rathe questioned, glancing at the farmland north of the fortress, “why do they grow crops? Do wights have a taste for turnips?”

“’Tis not as it seems,” Yiri insisted. “And, as it happens, wights eat anything they lay hands on, if their master allows it.”

“How do you mean to get us in, without losing us our heads in the bargain?” Loro asked.

Rathe studied the workers in the distant fields, the numerous guards, the open gates leading into the fortress. To Yiri, he said, “You mentioned a stream that flows down from the mountains, and passes through a culvert to water the fortress.”

“I did,” she said slowly. “I also told you it is guarded by an iron grate, with openings no larger than my fist.”

“Iron rusts,” Rathe said. “With a bit of leverage, we can pry it open.”

“If that fails?”

“Well,” Loro drawled, “the good Lady of Regret did, after all, invite our esteemed Scorpion to come into her presence. Mayhap we should just walk up and hail the gate?”

Rathe ignored the mockery. If it came to it, he would do just that. For now, secrecy suited him. Last he wanted was to fight off more wights. “If the grate proves too difficult, we’ll look for another way.”

“Easy as that, is it?” Yiri flared. “Just wander round the fortress, poking and prodding, looking for a hidden way in?”

“You have a better idea?” Rathe countered.

Before she could speak, a horn sounded on the curtain wall, and a score of lancers charged from the gates of Ravenhold, the Shield and Raven emblazoned their snowy tabards.

“They’ve seen us!” Horge cried. “We must be away!”

“We cannot outrun riders,” Rathe said, drawing his sword and stepping into the road. He was almost glad the problem of getting into Ravenhold had been taken out of his hands. Almost. He glanced back at his companions. “Not all of us, at any rate. I will distract them. The rest of you, run. Stay hidden, and you will escape.” That smacked of a fool’s desperate hope, but he took what hope he could, where and when he found it. “Of course, I’ll expect you to come back for me.”

Only Loro laughed, and him darkly. “I’ll stand with you, brother, until I cannot.”

That pronouncement of support sent dread crawling through Rathe. Another man, a true friend and brother, had said much the same to him, who had stood at his side until the end. For that loyalty, Thushar had lost his head to the axe of King Nabar’s executioner. Rathe was not keen to lose another friend.

The riders closed the gap, thundering hooves sending up a billow of dust.

“Go,” Rathe commanded. “I’ll not think less of you.”

“Enough of this dripping shit,” Loro said gruffly, joining his side. “This is no time for gallantry. We enter together, or not at all.”

Timid Horge nodded agreement, and Yiri said, “I’m more a help at your side, than tromping about in the Tanglewood.”

“Very well,” Rathe said, putting on the remorseless face he had so often worn while commanding the Ghosts of Ahnok. “Your lives are in your hands. I will not carry the burden of your death, should you fall.” That was a lie, the callousness of it a last bid to put his small company on the path to safety.

None of them budged, and Rathe felt a forgotten tingle of pride. They were his company of soldiers, small as it was, and they had chosen to stand by him. He could ask no more. “Make ready,” he ordered.

As Yiri and Horge joined him, the horsemen parted around the foursome and formed a tight circle. When twenty lances lowered, tips sharp and barbed and bright as quicksilver, Rathe felt the first niggle of doubt about his decision to trust the Lady of Regret’s goodwill. Perhaps she had fooled him into exposing himself.

One of the Wardens, wearing a crimson-and-white braid of rank on his shoulder, nodded toward Ravenhold. Raw sores covered his neck and hands, and Rathe guessed he must have been changed before death took him.

“I think he wants us to enter the fortress,” Horge said, incredulous. 

“Or he wants us to drop our guard,” Loro cautioned. “The moment we show our backs, they’ll run us through. It’s what I would do.”

Rathe held ready, looking deeply into the darkness of the officer’s visor. If an answer lay within, he could not find it. “Your lady summoned us. Do I have your word you will do us no harm?”

“He’s a dead man,” Loro said, exasperated. “What do the dead know of keeping their word? Let Yiri roast them, and be done with it.”

Rathe’s eyes did not so much as flicker from the Warden. “Speak, or give some sign of your intentions,” he warned, “or you shall all die in the next breath.”

The Warden cocked his head to the side. His shoulders started to shake. He made no sound, but Rathe could not mistake the indication of laughter. 

Of a sudden, the officer sat straighter, pointed his lance at the fortress. Rathe looked askance at the other horsemen. The Warden gestured, and his men lifted their weapons.

“Sheathe your sword,” Rathe told to Loro.

“This is madness.”

“Perhaps,” Rathe agreed, sliding his blade home. If he was wrong about Lady Mylene, then he could well be leading his friends to their doom. But then, whether or not they had known it at the time, doom had always been a shadow hovering over the entire venture.

Accepting the gamble with as much confidence as he could spare, Rathe set off. His companions fell in behind. 

The Wardens of Tanglewood came last, silent and grim as executioners.

Chapter 30

 

 

 

Ravenhold’s gatehouse, large as any keep Rathe had ever seen, was no stark utilitarian structure. Vines and flowers in full bloom hung from gilded trellises. On the walls, bright murals of unparalleled artistry and finely woven tapestries mingled with friezes carved by master stonemasons. In numerous arched niches stood lifelike sculptures of past heroes, each wearing garments bearing the Shield and Raven device. Those stone legends silently observed the passing of four strangers and their shaggy beast of burden. So, too, watched motionless guardsmen, eyes hidden amid the darkness behind their visors.

Keeping his face smooth, Rathe said, “Ravenhold seems very rich.”

“Aye,” Loro said. “And finer than the king’s palace in Onareth.”

Unbending and sour as ever, Yiri said, “The stones of these walls have more life than those who live behind them. Bear that in mind, when you meet the Lady of Regret.”

Rathe detected the underlying suggestion that he should not hesitate to attack their host, should the opportunity present itself. And if he failed to act, Yiri would not.

Beyond the gatehouse, the Wardens of Tanglewood dismounted and gave their reins to other guardsmen, then formed a hollow square round Rathe and his companions. Without a word, they set out, forcing the foursome to walk, or get trampled underfoot.

The fortress opened around them. There were many folk within, all who kept their distance. Maidservants clad in snow-and-crimson livery bustled between buildings and various keeps, carrying everything from brooms to baskets. Masons crawled like ants over scaffolding of surpassing height. By Rathe’s estimation, they were constructing a bridge to join the inner curtain wall to the outer. At the stables, resembling a palace in both size and splendor, grooms curried horses. Stable boys pushed barrows. Neither the grounds, nor the buildings, nor the cobbles over which Rathe and his companions strode, looked to have ever weathered a single winter.

“Look,” Loro said, indicating the workers and servants with a sweep of his hand, “how they hide their faces from us.”

Rathe could have named it coincidence, but each time he felt eyes upon him, he turned to find a face twisting away, or someone ducking behind a pillar or wall, or quickly vanishing through an archway.

“And why do they light no candles or lamps?” Horge asked, searching dark windows and arrow loops.

“The dead need no light,” Yiri whispered harshly.

After the silent Wardens marched them through a broad gate in the inner wall, they halted on the far side. Soft pattering splashes rose from delicate fountains. Columned gazebos, with domed roofs overrun with greenery, sheltered within gardens painted in a riot of blossoming color. It was a place made for celebration and life, yet not a single soul strode the many paths, or appreciated the calming sounds and honeyed scents.

The officer pointed down the cobbled path to a soaring keep of ivory stone. The last light of the fading sun kissed its hammered copper dome. Beneath a portico roofed with a wide balcony, two guards stood on either side of an immense pair of bloodwood doors.

Rathe stepped forward, wondering why the Wardens had not taken their weapons. He might have been glad for the oversight, except that he did not believe it was an oversight. More likely, the Wardens had no fear of armed men.

A sharp curse turned Rathe. Horge was trying to yank Samba’s lead rope out of the officer’s hand, and the yak was grunting in agitation.

“Let him take the beast,” Rathe admonished.

Horge reluctantly dropped his hands. Showing a rare bit of courage, he growled, “If any harm comes to Samba, I’ll have off your stones.”

The officer’s shoulders shook again with laughter, but no sound came from behind his black-slitted visor.

Rathe left him to his silent mirth, led his company up the wide steps to the entrance. One guard swung a door inward. Light from a hundred lampstands burst through the arched doorway, so bright Rathe raised a hand against it.

“You have come.” The woman he had seen outside Wyvernmoor, and again in the forest, floated out of all that radiance and halted before him. Her white dress absorbed the light, giving the silk a radiant glow. The same radiance saturated her golden tresses and pale skin, granting her an otherworldly beauty.

“You,” Yiri hissed.

Horge babbled, “What deceit is this?”

“Gods and demons,” Loro cursed, looking uncertainly between the pair, “what’s the matter with you two?”

“’Tis the murdering wench who killed Mama!” Horge squawked. A belt knife flashed into his hand, and he rushed her.

Rathe reacted without thought. In one deft motion, he knocked Horge’s knife flying across the portico. Another flash of Rathe’s hands sent the ragged fellow crashing to his back. He lay there, the hurt of betrayal brimming in his eyes, and mouth working to recover the breath knocked from his chest. Neither the guards nor the woman had moved.

“Help up our friend, but keep him in hand,” Rathe told Loro. He glanced back to the woman. “Do they speak true, did you murder their mother?”

Her remorseless blue gaze fell on Rathe. “I am Wina, Lady Mylene’s handmaid. And, yes, I put an end to Mother Safi’s cruelty, though I did not know she had children. Had I known, perhaps things would have turned out differently. Perhaps not, as Mother Safi cursed Ravenhold with a plague only she could cure, and then refused to help without exacting a steep price. Part of which was to try and kill me.”

“Lies,” Yiri hissed.

Composed, Wina cocked an eyebrow at Rathe. “Long has it been since anyone has guarded my person, save my Wardens. You have my gratitude.”

“I came neither to earn your favor, nor to protect you.”

A faint smile touched Wina’s lips. “Why have you come, warrior?”

“I seek to pay a debt to those who follow the Way of Knowing. They gave back my life, and for that I must give them the Wight Stone. I’m told it is here.”

“To seek the Wight Stone is to tread the path of doom.”

Rathe’s laughter masked his unease. “I have faced a thousand deaths, yet here I stand. Fate, it would seem, favors me. Please, lead me to my next assured end, so that I can face it, collect what I have come for, and be on my way.”

Wina looked to the captain. “Gyleon, please return to your duties.” 

The Warden hesitated the barest moment, then gestured for his fellows to join him. Wina waited until the Wardens closed the doors, before leading Rathe and the others into the keep. 

The place was dead still and empty, yet silver lampstands lit vaulted corridors more richly appointed than any king’s palace. Loro’s eyes bulged at the sight of golden breastplates, swords with mirrored blades and jeweled crossguards. Rathe kept his gaze on Wina’s slim form striding over tiles of blue-veined marble. So, too, did Yiri and Horge keep an eye on her. Despite his earlier attack, Horge now wore an expression of shame, as if he regreted his behavior.  

Wina halted before a tall pair of oaken doors lacking all the finery of the rest of the keep. “Lady Mylene waits within. Do you still trust to fate, warrior, or would you take this, your last chance, to flee? Mind you, rare is the occasion I grant such an offer.”

“I will go after I hold the Wight Stone,” Rathe said.

“I expected no less.” Wina threw open the doors.

Yiri, Horge, and Loro hung back, but Rathe advanced. After what he had seen of Ravenhold, he was puzzled by the simplicity of the great hall. Here, cedar beams and arches, decorated with modest carvings, took the place of marble and gilt. Candles gave hazy light, instead of clean-burning lamps. Tapestries and carpets, while colorful, showed the wear of long years.

“Herein resides the memory of Ravenhold,” Wina said in a hush, “as it was before the plague … as it will remain, forever.”

Rathe barely heard her. At the end of an azure runner edged in gold embroidery, a woman in dark velvet sat rigid on a great chair of bone-white wood, its soaring back arced and carved all over with ravens in flight. The ravens have followed me, Rathe thought, with a tickle of unease. The auburn-haired woman’s gaze stole away the consideration. Lady Mylene’s eyes, black and glossy as polished obsidian, consumed the light.

“Gods and demons,” Loro gasped from between Yiri and Horge, all three still beyond the doorway. “What’s wrong with her?”

Rathe thought of all the hastily turned faces, the slitted visors worn by the guards and the Wardens of Tanglewood. Had they revealed such cavernous stares, he would have fought with his last breath to escape. He glanced at Wina, whose eyes were clear and bright.

“Lady Mylene carries in her the blessing of the Wight Stone,” Wina said, “as do all in Ravenhold. As will you.”

“Where is the Stone?” Rathe demanded, only half-hearing her. “Quickly girl!”

Without answering, Wina slammed the doors, and quickly turned the lock with a key taken from a fold in her dress. Loro cursed without, and began beating at the door. 

Fury rose up in Rathe, and his sword came into hand. “Give me the Stone!”

“Ravenhold has need of warriors,” Wina said in answer. “Put away your sword, and accept the peace of the Wight Stone. In so doing, you will fill your life with purpose.”

“Is that what you name the life of a living corpse?” Rathe growled, glancing to Lady Mylene.

Wina’s eyes shone. “Those who are blessed by the Wight Stone live with the promise of eternal purpose. So, too, does Ravenhold benefit. Three hundred years it has withstood sieges and terrible long winters. Once it bore the countless scars of that abuse. Now, under the power of the Wight Stone, my people have remade it. Never needing to rest, they toil with thanks and love in their hearts.”

Rathe shook his head. “You are the Lady of Regret?”

“Named so by blind fools,” Wina scoffed, stepping before him. “Some also call me the Hunting Bitch. In truth, warrior, I am the restorer of hope to these cold and forsaken lands.”

She abruptly clutched his hand to the softness of her breasts. “And now I give to you a choice that I have never given anyone. Join my side, as my lover and husband, and we shall remake the Iron Marches.”

“Are you mad?” He tried to jerk away, but at her touch a terrible weakness had stolen over him. Rathe’s head spun. “I want neither lands nor wife.”

“You cannot say that. You must not!” She pushed him away, reached into her bodice.

Rathe backed away.

“Hold, warrior!” Wina boomed, the authority of her voice freezing him. She reached out, hand wrapped tight with the loops of a tarnished sliver necklace. Darkness pulsed between her clenched fingers. Rathe’s sword flashed, and Wina scampered back. Her eyes went ugly.

“The time of choices has ended,” Wina snarled, and thrust her fist toward him. Black radiance pulsed outward, devouring his will. Distantly, he heard his sword clatter against the floor. He followed it, sinking to his knees. Wina coiled her fingers through his hair and yanked his head back.

“Do not do this,” he grated, hating the fear in his voice.

“You will thank me.” Her fingers formed a cage around the impossible darkness in her hand. Coils of blemished silver chain brushed his face, and with them swaying, thread-fine wisps of the purest black. Prickling heat raced over his skin.

Wina bowed near. “You will become one with the Wight Stone and me, as have all the rest. Resisting makes it worse. Surrender, warrior, for the sake of your sanity. Surrender.” Her breath was sweet death.

Unbidden tears sprang from his eyes, furious, pained. “I … will … not!”

Wina’s face shifted in front of his, her stare clear and vast as a dawn sky. “It has already begun.”

Chapter 31

 

 

 

“I’ve got it,” Nesaea whispered, as the last elusive tumbler clicked. What at first seemed a simple lock, had proven far more difficult than any she had ever faced. Holding the fear of that golden wench’s promised return in the back of her mind had not helped steady her fingers.

“About time,” Fira grumbled. One whole side of her face had gone puffy and purple-black where the guard had struck her.

Now that the door was unlocked, the pressing need to find weapons and escape fell on Nesaea. She tucked away her lock picks, and settled a hand on the latch. “Ready?”

Fira joined her side, and Nesaea peeked out through the barred window. She frowned. The guard who had stood his post since their arrival was gone. She shifted position, looked the other way, saw only walls and a glowing lamp.

“What are you waiting for?” Fira asked. 

“The guard left.”

“A good time to make our escape.”

Nesaea eased the door open a crack, looked through. At the far end of the corridor, she glimpsed the guard sprinting along on quiet feet, and then disappearing round a corner. Far-off, she heard the muffled sound of someone cursing and hammering on something.

Drawing a deep breath, she flung the door wide and raced into the corridor. Her eyes stabbed the few shadows, searching for nonexistent guards.

“There,” Fira said, lunging past her to reach a table stacked with their swords and daggers. The rest of their personal effects hung from hooks on the wall.

Nesaea did not delay in belting on her sword, dagger, and various pouches. While she worked, she cast about for an escape. Only one presented itself. The way the guard had gone.

“It’s the only way,” Fira said, when Nesaea pointed out their predicament. “Let’s be about it.” She drew her sword.

Nesaea mirrored Fira, the feel of a hilt against her palm comforting. She set off at a quick clip, ready to attack or block, as needed. As with their cell, the corridor and the rest of the open cells they passed were surpassingly clean. Strange for a dungeon to be well-lit as a library, and not carrying the reek of sweat, blood, and brimming chamber pots. Nor did she see any rats, moldy straw, or anything else that usually adorned such dismal places.

Stone stairs leading up met them at the corner where the guard had vanished. Decorative brass sconces marched up and up, until they seemed to join high above. Again, there was no other way to go, so they took the stairs. Two at a time, at first, then three and more.

Gulping breath, they came to a wide landing and another corridor, this one appointed with stunning tapestries, armor, and heroic busts tucked into niches, the floor tiled in blue-veined white marble. Lampstands provided an abundance of illumination, and the sound of hammering had grown louder. With it, rousing curses rang out, in a voice Nesaea was sure she knew.

“Is that…?” Fira began.

“I believe so,” Nesaea answered, believing it only because she had never heard such profanity before, save from one man. And if he were here, then his companion might be, as well. The chance of that, incredible though it was, quickened her heart.

Nesaea and Fira sprinted down the length of a wide passage, footsteps ringing. They slid around the corner to see Loro strike his sword against a pair of doors. He bellowed a bull’s rage, struck again, and again. Woodchips flew, driving back his two raggedy companions. “Damn you, open up, or by all the gods, I’ll break this accursed door and bury your corpse in the rubble.” What came after, spat through frothed lips, shocked even Nesaea.

“Stand aside!” Fira snapped.

At the sound of her voice, Loro spun, eyes bulging red and furious. “Fira? Nesaea? Gods and demons! What are you doing here?”

“Saving your bloated arse,” Fira snarled, and threw herself into his arms. Her lips smashed violently against his. She abruptly drew back and slapped him, hard. “How dare you leave me without so much as a word, you bungling oaf!”

When she made to strike him again, Loro caught her wrist. “There’s no time for this foolery, wench! Rathe is inside, with the Lady of Regret.”

“Rathe?” Nesaea gasped, stunned despite earlier hopes.

“Lady of what?” Fira demanded.

With a harried expression, Loro looked to the wretched young woman and an equally ragged man, each who looked enough alike to make them siblings. “Yiri, Horge, tell them, while I get this door open.”

“There’s no time for explanations,” Yiri said grimly, as Horge moved to an intersection of crossing corridors.

“And there is no time to make firewood of the door,” Nesaea said, sparing a sidelong glance at the two wretches. Neither was there time to wonder over how and why Rathe and Loro were here. “Did you see a guard come this way?” Three heads shook as one. “Then we must hurry, for he doubtless went for help.”

She knelt and set to work with the lock picks. There were no sounds beyond the doors. From the corridor came the heavy tread of running feet, the clank and rattle of armor. The alarm had been sounded. She worked faster, fingers shaking.

Loro put safe distance between himself and Fira. He looked to the man cloaked in hanging rags. “Horge, what do you see?”

“Wardens of Tanglewood,” the man squeaked. “A dozen or more.”

Loro turned, desperation on his sweaty face. “Yiri, can you use your witchery?”

The young woman’s small white teeth flashed. “But of course.”

Nesaea felt a tumbler go, then another. Behind her, a crackling heat charged the air. Loro shouted something, and Fira cursed hotly. Venomous green light flared, poisoning all other color. Nesaea’s head turned of its own volition, seeking the source of such profane light.

Yiri crouched at the heart of the crossing corridors, a wild sneer stretching her dirty cheeks. Her dark cloak and robes gave her the look of a scruffy bat. Between her hands roiled a jade ball of fire. Waves of heat blew back her matted hair, and her face shone with dread excitement. Her fingers curled, compressing the fireball, making it brighter, hotter.

“Do not wait on our account,” Loro said, backing away, wrapping a protective arm around Fira.

Crackling filaments of green lightning danced over the fireball’s surface. Forge heat baked the corridor, dried Nesaea’s eyes. How can she hold it?

Running feet came closer.

“Before it’s too late,” Loro urged, thrusting Fira behind him. 

“Now.” Yiri’s hoarse whisper filled the air around her with portentous weight. The Wardens dashed into the open, polished swords glittering emerald. Gauntleted hands rose to black-slitted visors. Yiri laughed, and the fireball became a column of blazing death. Snowy tabards blackened, chainmail smoked red-hot, withered flesh burst alight.

A moment later, the magical fire winked out. Yiri danced clear of falling ash, cracked bones, and gobbets of molten steel.

“Gods,” Fira breathed.

“Demons, more like,” Loro said, turning back to Nesaea. “How much longer.”

Blinking against searing afterimages, Nesaea went back to the lock. On the Isles of Giliron, there were masters of alchemy, and those who played at sorcery, but she had never seen the sheer raw power the likes of which this scrawny young woman had just wielded.

“We’ve wasted too much time already,” Yiri said fiercely, striding forward. Smoke curled from her robes, but the immense heat had only raised a pretty blush to her cheeks. Her black eyes sparkled.

“No, sister!” Horge called. “It will destroy you!”

Yiri came on without missing a step. Nesaea needed neither invitation, nor orders. She scrambled clear of the young woman, whose entire body now sizzled with untold energies lighting her within. Arcane words spilled from her lips, merciless fury raged behind her now crimson eyes. Something leaped and thrashed under her blazing flesh, as a shadow dancing beneath a thin coverlet.

A fluttering commotion arose where Horge stood, but Nesaea could not drag her gaze from Yiri. A pace from the scarred doors, she reached out. A patch of air shimmered and grew opaque before her outstretched fingers, then became a rounded shield. With a snarl, she thrust her arms forward, smashing the creation against the doors. Iron banding shrieked as it stretched, wood bulged inward, then all broke asunder with a shuddering explosion. A hail of jagged splinters and whirlwinds of powdered wood filled the air, and a sharp blast of wind knocked Nesaea and the others flat. Lampstands crashed down, their light extinguished, leaving all dim and hazed.

Yiri, alone, remained standing, the shadow within her gone, her blush of eagerness dead. Shoulders and head hanging, she staggered. Horge emerged from the dusted gloom paces from where Nesaea had last seen him. He rushed to his sister, caught her before she collapsed. “Come, rest,” he urged, trying to pull her away from the door. Yiri had neither the heart nor the strength to offer resistance.

Nesaea had just gotten to her hands and knees, when a screaming man in a monk’s habit charged out of the great hall. His blade arced toward Yiri’s face. Horge yelped, Yiri threw up a hand. With a wild rustling, both vanished. The man’s sword flashed through empty space, the force of his missed strike upsetting his balance. He stumbled deeper into the murky corridor. At his feet, two slinking shapes darted out of sight.

“Nesaea?” Loro called. “Yiri … Horge?”

“Beware!” Nesaea shouted back. The swordsman spun toward her, his face masked by the gloom. She ran down the corridor, back the way she and Fira had come. When her sword came to hand, she whirled, fell into a ready crouch.

A racket rose up beyond sight, punctuated by clanging swords, Loro’s shouts, and Fira’s frantic cries. “Wardens!” Loro called, sounding winded. “Run, girl!”

Nesaea refused to abandon her friends, but a shadow came before her, quickly resolved into the silhouetted swordsman. There was something familiar about—

He attacked, an imposing specter bearing the gift of death. With a ringing clash, Nesaea caught his blade against hers. His fist cracked against her ribs, knocking her back. Gasping, she retreated three quick strides, set her feet. He came again, weaving a blur of steel before him.

Blade met blade, the collision numbing her hands. The swordsman bellowed, his weapon flickered and slashed. She met each attack, gritting her teeth. Never had she faced so quick a blade, nor blocked such withering blows. She did now. To do less was to die.

Another flurry of cuts and thrusts set Nesaea into a tripping retreat. She parried a backhand stroke, ducked a chopping strike. The swordsman’s fist struck rapidly, once and again, slamming her cheek, pulverizing her lips.

Legs wobbly, she dropped to one knee. Shaking and dazed, she tossed back her dark hair, spat a mouthful of blood at the feet of her foe. At the same time, she furtively drew her dagger. His next strike might take her life, but not before her short blade stirred his bowels.

He crept closer, cautious now. Somewhere behind him, Fira screamed in pain, and Loro raged. The clamor of colliding steel filled the corridor with an unbroken wall of racket. 

Closer the swordsman came, looming. 

Nesaea’s eyes climbed to his face. Her pounding heart stilled. “Rathe?”

He missed a step, sword poised. He shook his head, swinging tangled black hair. Black also were his eyes, but not as she remembered. No hint of white showed. All that darkness drew more darkness to it.

His sword swung, faster than Nesaea thought possible, so fast the dagger in her hand did not so much as twitch.

“No!” The order came, sharp and sweet, just as Rathe’s sword touched Nesaea’s neck and stopped. A shiver coursed through her, as a thin hot trickle ran over her skin.

Arms shaking, Rathe glared hatefully, not the man she had known. The golden woman who had captured Nesaea moved beside him, her skin and hair aglow. At her touch, Rathe drew back, taking his blade with him.

To Nesaea, she said, “I am Wina, mistress of Ravenhold, and I can give you eternity,” she said calmly, as if Loro and Fira’s battle did not still rage behind her.

Nesaea’s lip curled. “Keep it.”

Wina cocked her head and reached out. Nesaea leaned away from a hand oozing the same blackness that had infused Rathe’s eyes. Wina’s fingers unfurled, revealing an eight-sided amulet set with a pulsing black gemstone. Icy currents and coiling ebon threads reached out from that stone, seeking like blinds worms.

“Gods and demons!” Loro cursed in the distance, and Fira yelled, “Watch out!”

Wina twisted round, fingers closing reflexively, as Rathe moved to protect her. Nesaea leaped to her feet. Wina’s head came around, her lips parting to cry a warning. Nesaea’s sword sliced down. Where razor-edge steel met the woman’s wrist, skin and bone gave way. Wina’s warning became a piercing shriek, as her severed hand fell to the floor. That scream rose to a howl of terror when a nightmarish creature charged out of the shadows. The beast rammed Rathe aside, crashed headlong into Wina, tumbling her head over heels down the dust-choked corridor.

The creature charged past Nesaea and stopped over Wina. It reared up on hind legs, its bulk twisting and swelling, as it changed into something unimaginable.
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Rathe wallowed on the marble tiles, groaned, shook his aching head, confused as to how he had come to be on his back, looking up through a shroud of thick haze. Last he remembered, he was fighting off … Wina!

Hands slapping air, he sat up, kicked his feet against the floor until a wall guarded his back. He reached for his sword hilt. Not in the scabbard. The sharp point of a blade poking his neck sharpened his focus. He glanced up slowly, found a beautiful woman staring murder at him. His eyes went wide. “Nesaea?”

Blood trickled from her swollen cheek and puffy lips. More ran down the side of her neck, wetting a tumbling fall of midnight waves. She looked almost as untidy as Yiri and Horge.

“Feeling better?” she asked, tone as dangerous as he remembered it. “Or do you still want to cut me to pieces?”

Everything that had happened since coming into the keep worked its way to the forefront of his mind, came as flashes from a fevered nightmare. His mouth worked. “I … never meant … I was not myself.”

Furious grunts and squeals mingling with horrible, guttural words, pushed all that aside. His gaze found a lumpy shape, broad as it was tall, standing over Wina. The girl looked different, not so beautiful as before, not so radiant. The otherworldly glow that had suffused her skin and hair had vanished. Now she was just a young woman in pain, cradling the bleeding stump of her arm to the waist of her tattered silken dress. The thing between her and Rathe leaned over, grasping with long fingers tipped in ragged nails. Wina scrambled out of reach, screaming.

Rathe slapped the sword off his neck. “We must help her.”

Nesaea glanced that way and back. “Why would I? She put me in a cell, intending to turn me into one of her pets.” A ripple of distaste flickered over her features.

Rathe quickly dragged himself off the floor, retrieved his sword lying nearby. “It was the Wight Stone, it … takes you. I felt its power in me, changing me, as it must have changed her.” That was the simplest way he could describe what he could not fully understand.

Nesaea’s stare did not soften a whit. “For now, I’ll trust your judgment, though I know not why I should.”

Rathe moved toward Wina, creeping up on her attacker—an old woman, best he could tell, naked, dirty and gray. She lumbered forward, yellowed nails reaching for Wina.

“Hold!” Rathe warned.

A rheumy-eyed hag turned, all of pallid and hanging flesh, save at her throat, where a great purple scar reached ear to ear. “Think you to command me, Scorpion?” She rasped. But how could she know him?

“Who are you?”

“She came first as a beast,” Nesaea cautioned, anger replaced by troubled wonder. “A yak, I believe such creatures are called.”

Rathe searched his mind, found an image of a black and shaggy creature running him down. Samba? No. Surely that was a poisoned vision created by the power of the Wight Stone. But it was not. Somehow, the hideous old woman was also Samba the yak.

The woman snorted, and her pink tongue darted to lap spittle from cracked lips. “Think you to stand between Mother Safi and her vengeance? Many crossed me before I went into the Abyss. Never a one lived long enough to make penance. Now that I am returned, more will pay for their betrayal.”

“Safi?” Rathe said, incredulous. “You died—” he glanced at Wina “—by her hand.”

“Aye, but my spirit lived on,” the woman cackled, making her hanging slabs of flesh jiggle.

Farther down the corridor, beyond Safi and Wina, stealthy shapes slithered low across the floor. There came a violent flapping rustle, and the shapes grew and rose up, curtains of undulating darkness. From this emerged Yiri and Horge. Wina shrank away, moaning. They passed by Rathe and Nesaea, and joined the old woman. Yiri looked a corpse, cheeks wan, eyes hollow. Horge was as frightened and fidgety as Rathe had ever seen him.

“Here walk the darkest of sorceries,” Nesaea warned.

“Mama?” Horge said in disbelief, face slack. If he was pleased to see his mother alive, it did not show. 

“Horge, my wee, craven son,” Mother Safi snapped without a hint of love. “Gather what was stolen from your dear mama. ‘Tis yonder, clutched in that dead hand.” When he did not move fast enough, she landed a meaty palm to the back of his head. “Quit pissing down your leg, and do as I say!”

Hunched and whimpering, Horge scuttled to retrieve the hand that held the amulet.

“Do not touch it!” Wina snarled, all timidity gone. A monstrous sneer twisted her face. “She’ll turn us all to her bidding.”

Horge halted, staring about in confusion. Rathe beckoned to him, but the scrawny wretch hunkered lower, shivering in his skin.

“Do as I say,” Safi growled. She turned a baleful eye on Wina. “And you shut your sniveling gob. Had you died like a good girl, the curse of the Stone would no have fallen to you and yours.”

Wina drew a belt knife, a gleaming steel tooth. Blood pattered down from the stump of her other arm. “Most all were dead by the time I returned, rotted by the plague you set upon Ravenhold. Murdered for what, some petty affront by Lord Gafford? This night, I’ll finish what you and I began, what he should have done, instead of granting you freedom.”

“No,” Yiri said, dark eyes going to glowing crimson. “This night you will die.” She raised her hands, fingertips throwing emerald sparks. Her teeth flashed as she muttered strange words, and those sparks coalesced into a fist-sized ball of fire.

“No!” Horge cried. “You cannot force the spirit to your will. It will destroy you, sister! That’s what it wants!”

Yiri stepped toward Wina, the crackling ball growing large as a head. 

“Scorch the meat from her bones!” Mother Safi cried with maniacal glee.

“The girl is beyond our help,” Nesaea said against Rathe’s ear, hauling him down the corridor.

“Burn her!” Mother Safi hooted, dancing a few lively steps, her form changing.

“Just so, Mama,” Yiri intoned.

Wina raised her stump against the heat, terror twisting her face.

A bullish man shoved between Rathe and Nesaea, halted at the sight of the now shaggy creature Safi was becoming. Though he no longer wore his helm, Rathe knew him as the captain of the Wardens of Tanglewood, by his size and the knot of rank on his shoulder.

“Stand down, witch,” the stone-faced captain warned Yiri, his voice deep, uncompromising. He bore a sword in his hand longer than she was tall, and a hand span wide. Its edges rippled and ran with the verdant light of Yiri’s magic.

Wina’s eyes shifted, widened. “Gyleon, you are freed of the Stone!”

The captain glanced at her, disdain mixing with pity on his hard features. “Away with you, girl.”

“One is good as another,” Yiri said, throwing a stream of jade fire into his face. Gyleon dove out of the way, but half of the blast seared across the side of his head. He fell howling, blazing.

Yiri howled with him. And, too, she burned, as the fire in her hands broke its unseen bonds and expanded rapidly, making her into a blazing torch. Yiri did not relent, but followed the captain, bars of fire cutting molten tracks into the walls, splitting the floor. Something struggled out of her, a coiling thing of smoke and a head with four grotesque faces, each with three burning eyes that locked on Rathe, and flared with eagerness.

Rathe reached to drag Nesaea to safety, only to find she had already bolted in another direction. A jet of emerald fire vaporized the tiles at his feet. He leaped clear, hit the floor and rolled, but found there was no escape from the spreading bedlam, or the fiend of smoke. It slithered from Yiri’s burning husk, sank into Rathe with a triumphant cry. In a horrifying blink, he relieved the instant Yiri had taken that dark curse from him in the Gelded Dragon.

He fell to the floor, shuddering uncontrollably, wailing, clawing at his skin. Pain did not trouble him, but instead a feeling of corruption and remorse and undying guilt….

And then, of a sudden, it was gone, leaving in its wake a sense of inescapable desolation, a foreign spirit overriding his own. It was the Khenasith, the Black Breath. It was as familiar to him as his own face, though unrecognized until now. With its return, a well-acquainted rage fell over him, his only defense against crushing misery. His hand sought the hilt of his sword, and his sword sought blood.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Nesaea ran to Wina. The girl might not deserve deliverance for whatever it was she had done to fill Ravenhold with living corpses, but in her, at this moment, Nesaea saw only a terrified girl who had made a grievous error, tricked by magic she had not understood.

They crashed together. Nesaea tried to drive Wina in the opposite direction, but the girl’s urgency gave her uncommon strength. Nesaea caught Wina’s face between her hands. “Death waits that way!”

Wina jerked free, shoved past Nesaea. “The Wight Stone cannot fall into Safi’s hands!” She vanished into clouds of boiling smoke lit by sporadic flashes of green flame.

Nesaea stumbled under a sweeping streak of fire. It raced high and low in sizzling arcs, cracking stone, making ash of lesser materials. Fighting for balance, she fell against the heaving bulk of a shaggy beast. Mother Safi. Samba the yak. One in the same.

It grunted furiously, swung its head, nearly gored her with a horn. Nesaea danced aside, sword and dagger coming up. The beast charged. Nesaea feinted, drawing the yak, then reversed her feet, and buried her dagger deep into one of its eyes.

Roaring, the creature flung its great head, yanking the dagger out of Nesaea’s hand. It charged past, slamming her with a shoulder as it went. 

Nesaea tried to land on her feet, but ended up on her belly, sliding across the floor. With an agonizing thud, she fetched up hard against a wall. Stunned, she barely missed a pair of slashing hooves sweeping down to crush her face. 

She rolled over and over, came up in a crouch, sword beating the air. One spiteful red eye locked on her. A savage grunt sounded above the spreading racket of battle, and the yak charged again.

The point of Nesaea’s sword cleaved a furrow up the beast’s snout, gouged into the shelf of its brow. The animal bore down on her, lowered its great bloody head, rammed her full in the chest. The blow gusted the breath from Nesaea’s lungs, flung her rolling and skidding down the passage. 

She landed in a sprawl, the back of her head slapping against marble tiles. Her sword flew away with a discordant clanging. She remained still and breathless, ribs bruised or shattered, spots of lurid color flaring in front of her eyes.

The yak gave a bloody snort and charged. Nesaea felt the rattle of hooves against the floor, tried to roll over, to reach for her sword, but her body refused to heed her commands.

Closer the pounding came, heralded by another bellowing snort. Nesaea managed to move her head, saw all with the sluggishness of a nightmare. The beast rushed forward, backlit by green-tinged smoke and sputtering columns of emerald flame. Rathe stood over Wina, who was on her knees catching up her own severed hand. An unnatural smudge of darkness reared up out of the smoke behind them both, but concentrated on Rathe alone as it swept nearer. Loro and Fira stood shoulder-to-shoulder amid a group of soldiers cloaked in snow-white tabards, all ready to leap clear of Yiri’s murderous fires. Yiri, who burned brighter than the fiery death she wielded with reckless, sporadic abandon.

Nesaea’s eyes, hot and gritty, rotated in their sockets. The beast loped nearer, her demise burning in its wounded sight. A small slender shape darted in front of the yak. It leaped high, lighting on the yak’s snout with a squealing cry that was at once animal and human. It savaged the hulking beast with stomach-churning ferocity, slithering over its head, tearing fur and hide with flashing claws, ripping meat with needle teeth. The bellowing yak veered, slammed against a wall, trying to crush its attacker. Marble paneling fell in broken shards.

As the two abominations made their war, Nesaea found her strength. She wriggled along, grabbed her sword, struggled to her knees, to her feet. Breath burned in her throat and chest. Pains stabbed her head to toe. She wobbled forward, sword climbing overhead, waiting for an opening. She would get only one. The yak, now half human, bucked and writhed under a creature part man, part something long, sable-haired, and slinky.

“Treacherous fool!” Mother Safi bawled, voice throaty and thick with blood.

The creature savaging her answered with a chittering squeal. Lurching and clawing at the thing swarming over her head and shoulders, Safi turned, showing a humped back layered in folds of pale suet, patchy with long dark fur.

Nesaea struck, steel delving deep to spike the witch’s heart. Nesaea threw her weight on the pommel of the sword, sinking it to the hilt. Mother Safi’s scream shook the smoke-roiled corridor. As the old woman collapsed, Nesaea’s defender leaped away, landed on all fours, turned to face her. 

It was Horge, eyes bright red and filled with anguish.

Beyond him, a human-shaped mass of fire ceased the assault on Loro, Fira, and the others. It was Yiri. She sprinted toward her fallen mother. A piercing wail ripped from her throat, needled into Nesaea’s skull, brought tears to her eyes. With each step, Yiri burned brighter, the heat of her filling the corridor, sucking the breath from Nesaea’s chest. Brighter … hotter.

Nesaea retreated, her skin tightening, hair crisping.

“Stop, Yiri!” Horge called, scuttling away from her.

Yiri’s humanity faded, in its place a blinding light filled the narrow space. 

Nesaea turned just as that harsh light and heat exploded, sending a rush of destruction thundering down the corridor. Nesaea skidded around a corner. The blast caught up and lifted her. Weightless, she soared, spinning through empty burning air. She clamped her eyes and mouth shut. Nesaea hit a hard flat surface, and the ravening fires followed her down into the black.

 

~ ~ ~

 

Sobbing, Wina knelt and cradled the severed hand to her chest. Seeing a queer light begin to fill her eyes, a faint glow flushing her skin and hair, Rathe snatched it away. She gave him an imploring look, but beneath her desperation played a face of wrath.

“Behind you!” Loro yelled, diving clear of a blast of green fire. 

Rathe whirled to find a shadow stirring before him, the same he had first met and fought on the far side of the Gyntors, the same that had stalked him ever since.

It edged closer, real as all the mind-bending horror of Ravenhold. The swirling shade coalesced, firmed into the shape of a man. An errant blast of emerald fire raked over him, brightening his outline as would lightning striking within a cloud. For an instant, a hard-edged face regarded Rathe with open contempt. Fast as a blink, a blade of night slashed free of an obsidian scabbard. Rathe reeled backward, fell into the great hall. With an unhurried air, the shadow-man followed, his wispy body becoming more firm in the dim light of the hall. He paused, glanced around, and the few burning candles puffed out.

In the relative calm of the great hall, Rathe clambered to his feet, and flung Wina’s cooling hand aside. The grisly appendage skipped over the floor. The Wight Stone bounced free of clutching fingers, skated across embroidered carpets. Praying Wina would keep away, Rathe made ready.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

The dark figure answered with a lazy flick of his blade. Rathe easily deflected the strike, then another, and recognized the testing of his defenses. He circled, wondering if shadows died as men did. His answering thought almost brought miserable laughter to his throat. Instead, he thrust without warning. The swordsman twisted, but not before the tip of Rathe’s sword pierced his arm, to no effect. Whatever the man’s flesh was made of, it seemed impervious to steel.

“Very good, Scorpion,” the shadow warrior said, thin voice dripping scorn. “Had you but another life to live, you might make a worthy foe.”

A reckless grin played over Rathe’s lips. “I’ve shit better than you on ground watered with the blood of my enemies.”

Emotion rippled across that shadowed face. The swordsman’s dark blade flashed in a blinding pattern. Rathe blocked a few strikes, before jumping back with a hiss, nicked in two places, and sliced clean across one forearm. He had faced deadly men before, but such speed was as unnatural as the man’s shadowy substance. “What skill is there in hiding behind magic?”

The swordsman’s shoulders flinched, and Rathe knew he was right. A pity that Yiri’s path no longer matched his own. Fighting magic with magic seemed a fairer game. He smiled ruefully. Little in his life had ever been fair.

A pained scream from the corridor reached into the great hall, turning the shadow warrior. A moment later, a howl of rage and a blinding emerald light poured through the doorway. Loro and Fira, Wina and Horge, braced by a handful of Wardens, rushed into the hall. Panic had engraved itself upon every face. Their fear raced ahead of them, a force unto itself.

Rathe’s study shifted to his distracted opponent, in an instant taking the measure of the man. In the harsh radiance, he had grown more substantial. Whip-thin, he stood taller than Rathe, with a head of short dark hair. Bedecked in fine leathers and a silver-embroidered wool cloak, he could have passed for a wealthy merchant. A long thin sword, fashioned to suit his build, was gripped in a strong hand that had become skin and bone, instead of shadow.

Shadows abhor light.

Ahnok, the god of war to which Rathe paid homage, demanded honor among warriors. For that reason alone, Rathe granted the treacherous whoreson the barest warning. “Your magic is fled, friend.” He laughed harshly at the man’s startlement, and ripped his blade across the swordsman’s back.

The man spun with a look of shock, a swatch of wool cut from his cloak fluttering down. A backhand stroke sliced the man’s chin. Pressing in hard, Rathe’s fist followed the arc of his blade, and collided with the man’s jaw. The swordsman’s head snapped back, and he stumbled into Loro.

Unhindered by gods or honor, the fat man judged the scene in an instant. His blade swept low, aimed to hamstring the swordsman—

A thunderous boom shook the fortress, blazing green light flashed bright, and quickly died. Loro’s steel passed through swirling shadow. The fat man spun in confusion, searching, but the swordsman had joined his ensorcelled flesh to the darkness, and fled.

Rathe picked up the swatch of wool, fingertips sliding through blood. He tucked the fabric into his belt. Some men found near-death disagreeable. Something told him this particular man would find a brush with mortality a challenge.

Such was a matter for another time, Rathe thought, looking into the now darkened doorway. Loro said something as Rathe passed him by. Everyone he cared about, save Nesaea, was present in the great hall. He was running before he reached the corridor.

Calling Nesaea’s name, Rathe ran in the direction he had last seen her. Smoke billowed orange-and-black off burning tapestries. The smell of scorched stone and meat hung in the air, quickening his pulse. Cracks riddled the walls, floor and ceiling—Yiri’s work, but he did not see her.

He leaped a wide crater in the floor, its tarry heart scrawled with molten red veins. Monstrous heat beat at him as he soared over. He crunched down on a hulking shape with charred limbs. His thumping heart skipped a beat, but the carcass was too large to be Nesaea. And then he recognized Mother Safi, frozen forever into a tough mass of charcoal before she could revert back into Samba the yak.

He kept going. Silence met his calls. He rounded a corner and ran on, the destruction dwindling with each step. The smoke thinned, until he was clear of the worst of it.

Up ahead, a motionless human shape lay on its side at the base of a wall. He quickened his pace. Nesaea’s name remained locked in his throat.

Rathe slowed a stride from the figure. “Nesaea?” He dropped down, gently eased her over. Tangled raven hair obscured her face. He pushed it back, fingers brushing cool, pale skin crusted with more blood than not.

Her eyes fluttered open, dazed, but alive and aware. She searched his face, confusion dwindling. A faint scowl pinched her brow. “You are not worth this much trouble,” she croaked.

Rathe held her face between gentle hands, kissed her with gentle lips. “You are.”

Her fingers brushed his cheek, tangled in his hair, drew him closer.

Chapter 33

 

 

 

“Think he’ll come?” Nesaea asked Rathe. She sat her saddle gingerly, despite having spent a week abed under the care of Lady Mylene’s healers. Only time, they had told, would mend her sore ribs and fade bruises too numerous to count. Lucky it was, they had said, that she survived the magical blast of Yiri’s destruction, which had cracked the keep’s foundations.

“If good Brother Jathen wants the Wight Stone, the Keeper’s Box, and his seeing glass,” Rathe said, “he’ll be here by midday.” After all that had happened at Ravenhold, Rathe decided his honor had limits. Jathen and his fellow monks might have saved Rathe’s life, but they had also nearly led him to his doom by leaving out the true nature of the dangers that faced him and his friends. And so he had used the seeing glass to make new arrangements with Jathen. The Brother had protested the demands at first, then tried in vain to hold Rathe to his word. Rathe had ended the negotiation with the threat of finding a buyer of arcane devices, someone from Giliron perhaps, and someone Jathen would never find.  

“And if he does not arrive?”

Rathe closed his eyes to the dappled sunlight falling through the boughs, inhaled a breeze carrying the fresh scent of pine sap. It was as close to a warm days as he had felt, since coming across the Gyntors. “He’ll be here. After we give him what he wants, and I receive what was agreed upon, we’ll find your sister.”

He had promised her that after learning Nesaea’s reason for being at Ravenhold, instead of far to the south, in Cerrikoth or Qairennor. According to Wina, Sytheus Vonterel had called on Ravenhold a season past. With no small amount of shame, the now one-handed handmaid admitted that when she tried to turn him into a wight, he had used his own magic against her, and the Wardens of Tanglewood had cut him to pieces. Rathe’s hope was that Lord Arthard of Dionis Keep did not soon learn of Sytheus’ death. If he did, he would have no reason to keep Nesaea’s half-sister for ransom. Of course, a man like that would not simply free her. Just what he would do, Rathe kept to himself, though Nesaea likely knew better than anyone.

Nesaea folded a hand over his. “It’s not a burden I expect you to take on.”

“I gave my word,” he said gravely, not regretting it in the least. “I am bound by honor to keep it.” He ruined his seriousness with a smile. “Believe me, hunting anyone with you at my side, is better than wandering about the world listening to Loro’s complaints. Now I can share my misery.”

They both looked to Loro and Fira, who had dismounted to lounge on a bed of moss in the shade of a great pine. Fira cooed softly to him, teasing his lips with a bit of smoked meat. Loro caught it between snapping teeth, and gobbled it down with disturbing relish.

Struggling not to grimace, Rathe said, “A tale of passion only a drunken bard could appreciate.” Nesaea slapped his hand, but laughed in that way of hers, a way that heated his blood as no other woman had before. He had forgotten her influence over him, his goddess of snow and silver. He did not mean to forget again.

They held quiet for a time, listening to the sigh of wind, the twitter of birds and chatter of squirrels. Nesaea was first to break the silence.

“I do hope Lady Mylene has forgiven Wina.”

“She knows the Wight Stone fed off the girl’s loyalty and love.”

“Such power as that should never have fallen into her hands. Nor should it fall into anyone else’s.”

“As long as there are those who seek power, it will wait to seduce the unwary. This power, though,” he said, carefully lifting a sack of coarse weave off the pommel of his saddle, “will tempt no one again.”

Nesaea smiled grimly. “You are wrong, there. Jathen will seek to use it, for all the good it will do him. Would that I could see his face when he tries.”

Rathe was not sure what Nesaea had done to the accursed amulet, but she assured him it was now useless. Alchemy, she promised, solved problems at least as well as magic did. In a day, maybe two, the monk would learn of his loss, much to his regret.

A rustling in a patch of bushes near the trail turned all eyes, tightened hands on hilts. The danger that burst clear of the bramble was only a danger to himself.

Horge came to a halt, brushed a few stray leaves off his tatty cloak, looked up with a wide grin for Rathe. “He comes.”

“Alone?” 

Horge bobbed his head. “Just as you ordered.”

A familiar grunting pulled alarmed stares back to the bushes. When a dark and saggy beast nosed through the tangle, Loro shouted, “The witch lives!”

Horge leaped in front of the yak, hands waving. “’Tis Samba!” The yak, hearing its name, halted and glanced round with placid eyes, jaw working cud in slow circles.

“You sure?” Loro demanded.

“Aye. Do you think I’d not know the difference between my mother and a yak?”

Rathe and Loro shared a skeptical look.

Crestfallen, Horge toed a pinecone. “How was I supposed to know my sister had grown powerful enough to return Mama to life?”

A chill crept up Rathe’s spine remembering the mist he had seen Yiri speaking with at the charred remains of Mother Safi’s hovel. Changing the subject, and hoping to put Horge at ease, he said, “Where did you find him?” 

The ratty little man glanced at him, an unspoken thanks shining in his eyes. “I told you, when those men attacked us in Wyvernmoor, the real Samba knew the way home, and that’s where I found him. At my home, a place Yiri did not know.” He puffed up his chest, scanned each face. “Pleased to see me, he was, which is more than I can say for you lot.”

Loro burst out laughing, and the others joined him. Horge blinked in owlish bemusement.

Rathe had pitied the man went first met, and still did. Through various stories, Rathe had concluded that Horge’s mother and sister had misused him from the day of his birth. After Safi’s death, Yiri had surpassed their mother in cruel mistreatment. Horge revealed that she had forced him to undertake countless dangerous and devious tasks. The better he became at escaping troublesome situations, the greater her demands became. But now Safi and Yiri were good and truly dead, killed by the magic Yiri had thought to master.

Horge had explained how his sister sensed the Black Breath within Rathe, upon meeting him in the Gelded Dragon. She had ensorcelled everyone within the inn, drew the spirit out, and bound it to do her bidding. 

“’Twas too much for her,” Horge told. “Binding spirits is a dangerous magic, for a chained spirit will always seek to destroy its master and break free. The Black Breath used Yiri’s inborn fury and her hunger for more powerful magic against her, tempted her to grasp for more than she could wield. When she did … well, you saw what became of her.”

Rathe had not actually seen what happened, but he knew the Black Breath had again taken up residence in him. For whatever reason, the spirit had determined that tormenting him made for a fine bit of sport.  

Now, Loro’s laughter dried up. He fixed Horge with an imploring eye. “It would please my heart to see that trick of yours.”

Horge fidgeted, looking uncertain. That was something else he had spoken of, the desire to be free of his ability to change from a man into an animal, a rare talent passed to him and Yiri through their mother. In desperation, he had gone to Brother Jathen, willing to pay any price to be free of what he considered a curse. Jathen, as was his wont, took advantage of Horge, and set him upon the mission of recovery the Heart of Majonis, the Keeper’s Box, and finally the Wight Stone.   

“It’s a fine trick,” Fira said gently. “Nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Horge! Horge! Horge!” Rathe chanted, beating his chest. Nesaea and Fira and Loro raised their voices with his.

Horge threw up his hands for silence. He stayed that way, face screwed up in concentration. The others waited expectantly. After a time, he said, “’Tis easier when I’m affrighted.”

“I trust you are not up to any trickery,” Jathen said, coming around a bend farther down the trail.

At the first sound of the monk’s voice, Horge squeaked, there came a tumultuous flapping noise, and he was gone. Rathe glimpsed a long sable shape steal between Samba’s legs and vanish into the brambles. He shook his head in amazement. How many times had he heard that noise since meeting Horge, and never once suspected the man held a little of his own magic?

“When you sent me to Ravenhold after my father,” Nesaea said to Jathen, a dangerous edge to her voice, “you forgot to mention the fortress was overrun by wights.”

Jathen reined in at the head of two horses—Rathe’s gray, and Loro’s red, both loaded with all their effects. The monk regarded Nesaea with far too much desire, for Rathe’s taste. 

“At the time,” Jathen said innocently, “you and Fira seemed capable enough. After all, you had made it from the southlands to Skalos unmolested. Forgive me for believing that overcoming a few wights would not trouble you a whit.”

Nesaea’s teeth ground loudly, and Rathe wondered if he would soon have to join her in cutting the monk’s beating heart from his chest. He was not above that, as Jathen had also sent him to Ravenhold with no true warning of what waited there. 

“Besides,” Jathen went on, unmoved by Nesaea’s purpling features, “as I find you are alive and well, my faith in your abilities was well-founded. Did you, perchance, find your father?”

“You must know that I did not.”

“You have my sympathy,” Jathen said, admitting nothing. “I wish you luck in future ventures.” Finished with that, he glanced at Rathe. “You have the last of the trinkets I require? All of them, mind you. It would not do to have such potent relics fall into the wrong hands.”

Face smooth, Rathe hefted the sack bearing the Wight Stone, Keeper’s Box, and the seeing glass. The Heart of Majonis, which Horge had taken from the fire mage’s staff, was already in Jathen’s possession. 

“We discussed a price, when last we spoke,” Rathe said. “Something to make me overlook your omissions.”

Jathen snaked a leather purse from his belt. He bounced it on his palm, making the contents clink softly. “Gold enough to keep a man for years, if he spends wisely.” His smirk suggested he did not think Rathe was such a prudent man.

Rathe heeled his mount forward. Lady Mylene had gifted his small company with horses and supplies before they departed Ravenhold. Captain Gyleon of the Wardens of Tanglewood, head swaddled in thick bandages to cover the burns Yiri had given him, had assured Rathe the rawboned destrier would take him wherever he desired. Rathe’s backside, however, longed for the smooth, easy gait of his gray.

He reined in abreast of Jathen, leaned close, a tight smile affixed to his face. “You abused my honor, monk. For that, I ought to stake you out on the ground, hack off your shriveled cock, and leave the rest to delight a particular weasel we are both acquainted with.”

Eyes wide, Jathen leaned away. Rathe grasped the collar of his breastplate, jerked him close. “Should I see you again, anywhere, I will take it as an invitation to mistreat you.”

With that, he shoved the coarse sack into the monk’s hand, and snatched his payment into his own. A quick peek showed him half as much gold as Lady Mylene had given him as a reward for freeing her and her people from the hold of the Wight Stone. Like Nesaea, the only reward Rathe truly wanted was to see Jathen’s face when he discovered what he had paid for.

I can imagine, Rathe thought, smiling to himself, a smile that made Jathen’s brow wrinkle with unease. Rathe took the lead ropes of the gray and the red, and returned to the others. 

Jathen opened the sack in his lap, avarice lighting his hard features. He glanced up, fighting to appear self-possessed. “Where do you plan to go from here?”

Rathe turned a flat stare on him. “I find these Iron Marches suit my nature. I see no reason not to explore them.” Of course, he had no intention of holding to that. Inside of two days, he meant to be well down the River Sedge, on the way to the White Sea. He had never been aboard a ship, and the thought made him uneasy, but not so uneasy to avoid taking a voyage.

Jathen gave him a sickly smile. “Ah, yes, well, these lands have a certain allure.” Before the last word passed his lips, he had wheeled his mount. A moment later, he disappeared down the trail.

“Horge,” Rathe called, “you can come out now.”

Horge crept from the brambles. Samba grunted, big sleepy eyes looking to his master. With a miserable expression, Horge patted the beast. “I suppose this is farewell.”

Rathe swallowed, wondering if he had lost his wits. “You could join us,” he suggested.

Horge gave him a look of such gratitude that Rathe felt disgusted by his hesitancy. The feral little man abruptly shook his head. “I thank you, but the Iron Marches are my home. And, besides, there’s … Wina.”

Loro’s eye went wide. “The handmaid that killed your mother?” Fira slapped his arm. Chagrined, he sipped from his flask.

“Aye,” Horge said, sheepish, fretful. “When I was a child, Yiri tried to make me hate her, but I never did, not really. Mama was not so innocent as she made out. Truth told, hundreds in Ravenhold and other places died at her hand.” He went silent for a moment. “Wina doesn’t know it, but I fought Yiri to keep her from butchering Wina that night. I expect she thought it was shadows come alive, or some such, but it was me, doing all I could to save her.”

Rathe had no idea what the man was going on about, but nodded as if he did. When Horge fell silent, Rathe glanced at the sky, noted the westering sun, and thought of Jathen. Every hour counted until they were gone from the Iron Marches. “I wish you luck and peace,” he said to Horge, and the rest echoed him. 

Horge fidgeted a bit more, turned slowly, his finger sketching a map before his nose, then he bobbed his head. “Come find me, should you return,” he said, smiling wanly. “Mayhap we’ll hunt dragons.”

“Maybe we will,” Rathe said. “Maybe we will at that.”

Epilogue

 

 

 

Jathen sat calmly, but a storm raged in his breast. The Wight Stone, rather, what had been the Wight Stone, rested just out of reach of his finger. The Keeper’s Box was a charred ruin nearby. He had placed the Stone inside for safe keeping, naturally. When the two artifacts had come into contact, they quite unnaturally began to smoke. Before he could separate them, they exploded in his face. 

Fingering a terrible gash on his brow, he studied the twisted amulet, its surface pitted as if by acid, the black gemstone dead and cold, never to give its mysterious light again. He recognized alchemy when he saw it. And a fine display it had been, showing the skill of a true master. Such an affront against his person, and the object he had desired, was worthy of not simple revenge, but of painful retribution, perhaps even prolonged death. The question was, who had destroyed what he so long sought? Nesaea? Rathe? Both of them together? In the end, it did not matter, for both would most certainly pay.

He glanced at the man who had come into his chamber some time before. So quiet and still he was, Jathen had almost forgotten the man was keeping the shadows company in one corner. In truth, he was as much a part of the darkness as it was of him.

Jathen said, “Being a man with your fine talents, I’m sure you will find him. As such, I have a proposition that may interest you.”

“I am already obligated to one course,” the man answered, voice a file rasping over bone.

“What I require makes no change in your plans, save, perhaps, the route by which you return.”

The man considered. “There will be a price.”

“There always is, yes?” Jathen upended a leather sack, spilling out ten fat roundels of gold. “Twice again as much, should you return here with the heads of Rathe and his wench, so that I might piss on them. Afterward, you can take them to this King Nabar.”

The man’s pause was longer this time. “Agreed.”

Jathen pushed the tip of his finger against the ruined Wight Stone. “I’d like to study the magical device of yours, the one that lets you become one with darkness.”

The man did not move. “You would have to kill me, which I would never allow.”

“Oh, well, there is no need of such talk. We are friends, after all, yes?”

The man leaned forward, his face a mask of swirling black. He smiled. At least, Jathen thought he did. “No, Brother Jathen, we are not friends. Not at all,” and in a whirling flourish, he melted into the shadows at his back.
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