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Chapter 1. The Tipsy Knave


Roland Malconwy adjusted his linen cravat and flipped open one more button on the collar of his plain shirt as he strode into the warm glow of the Tipsy Knave. Gods, it’s good to be home.


The tavern was a den of noise and familiar smells. A lively student debate was taking place near the stage, a game of darts in another corner. A quartet was playing, a few men dancing, two of them kissing.

Roland remembered when this tavern had seemed like the most scandalous, debauched, fascinating place on earth. It had been a sanctuary where he could be himself and—more importantly—not
 himself. Not Prince Roland Malconwy. Just Jack—a name everyone knew was false. He’d been a scholar’s son, a merchant’s visiting nephew, a butcher’s boy, a farmer’s lad. When his face became too familiar for his parade of invented identities, he’d settled on stable boy. If someone attempted to engage him in conversation about his trade, he could answer knowledgeably. Stable boy was close enough to squire. Eventually, it was close enough to knight.


No one could mistake me for a stable boy now.
 Roland recognized half the faces that turned towards him as he entered, but he didn’t think any of them recognized him. He’d been gone for four years, living a soldier’s life on the border. He might 
 still pass for a laborer, perhaps a quarryman, but certainly not a stable boy. Please, no one take me for a soldier. I don’t want to be a soldier tonight.
 He had little fear of anyone taking him for a prince, at least. The extravagances of the nobility made his simple garments as good as a mask.

Roland’s eyes strayed to the corner of the bar where he’d kissed a man for the first time—another boy, really, though a few years older. It had seemed so illicit, so deliciously wicked. Now their fumbling kisses seemed charmingly innocent. Roland had lost his virginity in one of the backrooms here—gasping out his pleasure in another man’s arms. That, too, seemed sweetly innocent.

His partner, Marcus, had known who he was, and had marched with him to the border three years later. Marcus lay in an unmarked grave now, somewhere on the slopes of the new mountain they’d named Cairn for all the blood soaked into its soil.

Roland shut his eyes, opened them again. This is a safe place.
 He forced himself not to think of Marcus as he walked across the room, threading his way through tables of card-players, men chatting and flirting, established couples out for the evening, young people looking for an anonymous fuck, prostitutes plying their trade. Roland wasn’t sure exactly what he
 was looking for, aside from nostalgia and comfort. He wasn’t opposed to a tumble tonight, but he wasn’t set on it either.

One of the prostitutes staggered into Roland, who caught the fellow and set him on his feet. “Well, hello there,” purred the young man. He had dark skin, red lips, and eyes lined with 
 gold paint—too pretty for Roland’s tastes, but a work of art nonetheless. The young man’s gaze slid up and down. Suddenly Roland was sweating. Were his dun-colored waistcoat and trousers enough of a disguise? The sleeves of his undyed wool shirt hid the scars on arms accustomed to wielding a broadsword. His neatly-trimmed beard hid the scar on his jaw where a spiked mace had once caught him. Roland was uncomfortably aware of the way his trousers were not quite baggy enough to hide the muscles of thighs accustomed to gripping a warhorse. Please don’t call me a soldier.


The whore licked his lips. He placed one hand delicately on Roland’s chest and leaned up to murmur in his ear, “No charge.”


Well, that’s new.
 He wasn’t sure whether to be flattered or to check that his wallet was still in place.

“No, thank you,” he managed.

The young man rocked back with a playful smile. He really was beautiful. “Well, if you change your mind...” and he slipped a bit of paper into Roland’s breast pocket.

Roland heard someone snicker at a nearby table. He caught the words “specimen” and “gorgeous brute.”

It surprised him, although he supposed it shouldn’t. Four years on the border had changed him physically and mentally. If he had met most of these men on the road, he would have regarded them as a wolf regards lapdogs. However, when he’d stepped through the door of the Tipsy Knave, he’d felt like a teenager again—scrawny and unremarkable.

You can’t go back, I suppose
 .

He’d finally reached the bar. The stools were mostly empty, better entertainments being available elsewhere. He spied one other fellow drinking at the far end—a slender man in a charcoal waistcoat and black overcoat. He looked vaguely like a student.

Roland could almost hear Marcus in the back of his head. Students will be your downfall, Prince. You know they don’t come with dowries, right?


He smiled at the memory. One of the things that had drawn him to the Tipsy Knave as a youth was its proximity to Mistala University—a school that had been old before the Sundering. The university had offered a magical studies program when magic was only a regional curiosity, good for parlor tricks, and not a dangerous menace that might break the world.

It occurred to Roland that it had been a long time since he’d had a conversation with someone who cared passionately about the true nature of chimeras...or arcane languages...or voles.

He ordered a drink and walked over to the student. The man was sitting with one arm on the bar, watching the room. He had dark brown hair, too short for fashion, and what looked like three days’ worth of stubble on his narrow face.

Roland sat down beside him. “Exams this week?”

The stranger turned slowly. His large, dark eyes seemed even larger behind silver-rimmed spectacles. His gaze had a formidable intensity that belied his size, clothes, and grooming. Roland understood suddenly why he was sitting alone
 .

Then the man blinked. He gave a quick, shy smile that briefly transformed his intimidating face into something softer, younger, more curious. The smile only lasted an instant, but it was such a startling change that Roland immediately wanted to see it again.

The man looked down at his drink. “Something like that.”

Roland opened his mouth to make a banal remark about exams, but what came out was, “I used to come here all the time. I’ve been away. I missed it.”

The stranger gave him a sidelong look. He was definitely younger than Roland had first assumed. The half-grown beard that framed his mouth and jaw gave his face more weight, but it did not hide his slender throat or the absence of lines around his eyes. He had the pallor of a person who didn’t spend much time outdoors. “It’s my first visit.”

“Are you from out of town?”

The other man nodded.

Roland stuck out his hand. “Jack. What would you like to be called?”

That fleeting smile again. Roland wondered what he could say to keep it in place.

“That’s an odd way to ask a person’s name,” said the stranger.

Roland shrugged. “We don’t always use real names here. Just tell me what you’d like me to call you.”

The stranger considered. “Sair.”

“Welcome to the Tipsy Knave, Sair. I recommend the ale, the eel pie, the house red, and the cider. The house white is 
 terrible. If they offer you moonshine, I suggest asking who took out the contract on your life.”

He was hoping for another smile, but Sair was looking around the room again. “Are there really this many men, who...?”

Roland wondered whether Sair had come from Falcosta to the east. The priests and rulers of Falcosta did not approve of men like Roland, female rulers like Roland’s sister, or many of the university’s courses. Roland had grown up in the shadow of such beliefs, and he had a bitter understanding of what they could do to a kingdom...or to a man.

“Yes,” said Roland simply. He hesitated and added. “Who you love is no one’s business except your own here.” That was true enough, although Sair might have pointed out that it hadn’t always been so.

In a flash of insight, Roland knew that his companion must be part of the emissary’s party. It would explain his wonder at the Tipsy Knave, his shy caution, his uncertainty. He couldn’t be an important politician, of course. Such a person would never risk such a venture. His hands had the look of a scribe or personal secretary.

Roland felt a stab of guilt. Sair probably thought he could not possibly meet anyone from the palace here—no one who might give him away. Roland wanted to say, “You can trust me. Remember that if we happen to run into each other later.”

But he didn’t want to frighten the man, didn’t want to stir up unpleasant memories. He wanted Sair to relax and enjoy his moment of freedom
 .

Sair had finished his drink and ordered another. Roland thought he was trying to find some courage. “How does one...approach another person...in such a place?” He sounded like he was trying to solve a math problem.

Roland grinned. “Well, you generally start by actually approaching them. Say, sitting down beside them at the bar.”

Sair’s eyes flicked to Roland’s face. That brief smile flashed again—knowing amusement. He might be uncertain about the dance of intimacy, but he was not an uncertain man. Roland found himself wanting to ask what Sair actually did for a living, wondering what he must be like in his native element. “Terrifyingly competent” was the phrase that came to mind.

“Then,” continued Roland, “you might make a bad joke about the food. Any joke will do. You just want to see him smile. Ideally, you’d like to see him laugh, but some people are hard to impress.”

“Some people are just humorless shrews,” said Sair. “It’s nothing personal.”

Roland chuckled.

Sair grinned.

Roland wanted to make him grin all evening. “Next,” he continued, “you want to give yourselves something to focus on apart from each other. Staring into the eyes of someone you just met can feel intimidating.” Staring into
 your eyes when you’re not smiling is like staring into the abyss.


Sair was leaning forward a little. His voice came out soft and low. “Such as?
 ”

Roland swallowed. He did, in fact, want to focus that gaze somewhere else. “Well, some men would suggest a game of darts or cards, or they would listen to the student debate so that they’d have something to talk about.”

Sair sipped his drink without shifting his eyes from Roland’s. “The students are discussing the desiccation of the land, how far it will go, whether it can be turned by magic or science. This does not seem like the right...topic.”

Roland had to agree. “One would also need to walk among a bunch of shouting, babbling idiots to reach the debate,” he said, “and if your new friend seems shy, that might be torture for him.”

A quirk of the lips. Not a full smile, but it was something.

“Instead,” continued Roland, “you might offer to read his palm, seeing as you have some skill in that direction.”

Sair burst out laughing.

Roland hadn’t expected this. Magic was as illegal in Falcosta as this gentlemen’s club. The most Roland had hoped for was an open-minded response, considering Sair’s romantic tastes. Instead, Sair’s eyes crinkled into pinpoints of amusement and he shook on his stool. He regained control quickly and said, “You’re a magician?”

“I have some skill,” said Roland with an air of mystery.

Sair raised one eyebrow. He looked like a parent humoring a child. Roland didn’t much care for that, so he said, “If a man does not want to engage with you, there’s really nothing you can do to make him. You should just walk away.
 ”

Sair turned his hand over on the counter between them and advanced it infinitesimally towards Roland. He still had one eyebrow raised. He didn’t say anything.

Roland slid a large, callused palm under Sair’s smoother one. He sensed Sair’s intake of breath. You’re not accustomed to being touched.
 He could have encircled Sair’s wrist with ease. Instead, he rested thumb and forefingers lightly against the delicate bones. Roland set his drink down and ran a finger over Sair’s palm, pretending to study it.

The part of Roland’s brain that evaluated a battlefield noted that Sair offered his right hand, but he’d been picking up his drink with his left. You’re left-handed. A thoughtless man would have passed me his dominant hand, but you fear traps and you think. So you passed me the other one.
 He let his eyes drift to Sair’s clothes at the edge of his vision. He couldn’t see much under the black coat, but he glimpsed the edge of the waistcoat. The material looked fine, but that cut had not been fashionable since Roland’s grandfather’s day.

“Well?” said Sair with a new edge to his voice. “How long am I going to live? Have you any idea how I can become wealthy and find love?”

Roland ran a finger up over Sair’s wrist, along his arm where blue veins shone beneath the smooth skin. Sair stopped talking. Roland was pretty sure he stopped breathing.

“You live alone.”

“Good guess,” hissed Sair, “but wrong.”

“You feel
 alone,” continued Roland, refusing to be irritated. “You feel trapped. You’re wearing someone else’s clothes. Someone 
 else’s ideas. You’d like to change, but you don’t know how. You don’t trust anyone. Not even yourself.”

Sair snatched his hand away. Roland raised his eyes and saw an expression of real anger. Why did I say that?
 He tried to recover. “If you’re going to engage a man with a parlor trick, you should probably keep it light and funny. No one appreciates a mountebank. If you make a mistake, you should probably tell a joke, although it might be too late.”

Sair was breathing quickly.

Roland licked his lips. “I’m not very good at magic.”

“I know,” snapped Sair.

Roland’s shoulders sagged. “And to be perfectly honest, it’s been a long time since I tried to flirt with a stranger. I’ve lost the knack. I apologize. You should get lessons from someone else. This is a good place. I hope you are able to enjoy it.”

He rose to leave. He did not expect to be called back, and was surprised when Sair’s hand shot out to take his arm. “Wait.” The smaller man pinched the bridge of his nose, his eyes screwed shut. “Please...just...wait.”

Roland sat back down. “It’s alright,” he said gently. “I overstepped myself. There are plenty of men here who won’t—”

“I have never
 attempted to flirt with a stranger,” interrupted Sair. “I don’t know what’s normal. I want to learn.”

Roland made a face. “It’s not actually normal to tell someone they’re lonely. Or that they don’t trust themselves. I shouldn’t have said that.”

Sair wasn’t quite looking at him. “I live with my stepfather, who is dying. I certainly feel alone. These are his clothes.
 ”

Roland blinked. Before he thought about it, he blurted, “My father just passed.”

Sair’s eyes flicked to his face. Roland couldn’t read that expression, but it might have contained sympathy. He chose to think so.

“It’s why I came home,” said Roland. “It was unexpected. I feel terribly bad that I wasn’t here. My family is squabbling. It’s unpleasant, but...” He let his eyes skip over the room. “I missed this place. It feels safe. That’s why I came tonight.”

A long pause. Then Sair said, “So...if I’m taking my lessons correctly, the next step after ‘perform a party trick for your companion,’ is ‘pour out your hopes and fears’?”

Roland swallowed a laugh. “I defy you to produce a source that says otherwise.”

“You have the advantage of me.”

Roland dared to let his knuckles brush Sair’s again. When Sair didn’t pull away, Roland curled their fingers together. He looked directly into those dark eyes and continued in a low voice, “Even if you’re no good at magic, I still recommend palm reading because it gives you an excuse to hold a fellow’s hand.”

Sair swallowed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Their faces were inches apart. Sair’s glasses caught the light and made his eyes look huge.

“If you want to kiss a stranger,” whispered Roland, “it’s a good idea to ask first.”

Sair blinked at him. His long lashes brushed his glasses. “Doesn’t that rather spoil the moment?” he whispered back
 .

“It spoils it more if you frighten him,” said Roland. He put his other hand gently against Sair’s chin and the barest contact made him jump. “Especially if it seems like he’s not accustomed to being touched.”

Sair blinked again, this time more slowly. Roland’s thumb smoothed the stubble of his jaw. “I don’t mean to be so stupid,” breathed Sair.

“You’re not stupid,” murmured Roland. “May I kiss you?”

“Yes.”

Sair’s mouth was warmer than his hands, but just as cautious. Roland cradled his face, letting his fingertips trace the contours of his throat and cheek. When Sair finally opened his mouth a fraction, it felt like a gift—the trust of a wild animal. Roland brushed his tongue against Sair’s and felt him shiver. He wished they weren’t sitting on stools, but curled together on a couch, perhaps even a bed in one of the backrooms. Roland wanted to unbutton that old-fashioned waistcoat and that borrowed shirt—to satiate the longing he sensed. You’re not accustomed to being touched, but you want to be.


Sair pulled away at last. He was breathing deeply, his right hand clamped tightly around Roland’s. His left hand had come up to Roland’s chest. “I have to go,” he whispered.

Roland swallowed his disappointment and nodded.

Sair licked his lips. “This has been...instructive.”

Roland tried not to wince.

Sair seemed to realize he’d hit the wrong note and added, “I would stay, Jack. But I have a difficult meeting tomorrow. I need to be rested and thinking clearly.” He ran a hand through 
 his hair. “I don’t feel that I’m thinking clearly right now. You may take that as a compliment.”

Roland smiled. “I have a meeting tomorrow, as well. I’d tell you where my thoughts will wander during the boring parts, but I don’t want to embarrass you.”

That grin again, and the faintest hint of color in his cheeks.

“You’re adorable when you smile,” said Roland.

Sair hesitated. “I could perhaps come back tomorrow evening.”

Roland’s heart gave a painful flutter. At the same time, his cock reminded him that tomorrow was twenty-four hours off. And besides, Sair was still a long way from wanting to fuck. Why couldn’t you have picked someone who knew what he was about?
 But Roland’s mouth was already moving. “I can be here by seven.”

Sair’s smile had an edge now—the pleased look of a man who realizes he has more power than he expected. “Seven,” he said and extracted his hand from Roland’s. He walked away, and although the Tipsy Knave still seemed safe, it also seemed a little less interesting.



Chapter 2. Date


Sairis knew that his choice to visit a gentlemen’s club on his first night in the capital was among his more foolish decisions. He told himself that he would just observe—see what ordinary people did in their free time. With other men. In public.

The Tipsy Knave seemed like a good place for that. The force of his glare quickly turned aside the few fools who dared to speak to him. And then the knight walked in.

Sairis had seen plenty of knights. Even dressed in unremarkable clothes, there was something about the way they moved—confident as only predators can be. This one looked like he’d stepped out of a tapestry—golden hair that curled at the ends, sun-kissed skin. His broad shoulders stretched the fabric of the cheap shirt and waistcoat he’d elected to wear on his pleasure outing.

The prettiest dancer in the tavern immediately flung himself into the knight’s path. Sairis couldn’t help but admire the contrast of the snake-hipped dancer, dressed in red silk, pressed against the knight’s massive bulk. Sairis wasn’t sure which of them he would have chosen...if he were the sort of man who chose such things. He assumed they would go off together.

Sairis was surprised when the knight politely disengaged the dancer and kept moving towards the bar. He was astonished 
 when the knight sat down beside him and just...started talking. Sairis turned to give the man his customary fuck off
 stare. The knight’s friendly, square-jawed face was just as perfect up close. His eyes were blue. His blond eyelashes shone against his sun-darkened cheeks.

No real person should look like that.

Sairis realized he wasn’t glaring anymore and looked away. The knight seemed to think he was a student. Before Sairis quite understood what was happening, they were engaged in a conversation.


And why not?
 demanded that small, traitorous part of Sairis’s brain that wanted things. Why the fuck shouldn’t you walk into a gentlemen’s club and be a human being for a few hours? Why shouldn’t you learn how to flirt with strangers? You’ve done things that would make any man here lose his dinner and probably his sanity. Flirting can’t be that difficult.


The trouble was, they hadn’t been talking for ten minutes before Sairis wanted to do more than flirt. Jack was so easy to talk to. He decoded their complex social dance with cheerful patience and shared his own feelings with apparent sincerity. Sairis found himself revealing more than he ought.

And then Jack kissed him. It shouldn’t have meant anything. Jack was a stranger—a knight, for gods’ sakes. Jack wasn’t even his real name.

Sairis found himself wondering what kisses were supposed
 to feel like. Was it normal to feel that, by opening your mouth a quarter inch, you’d somehow opened your soul? Did it always 
 feel like your stomach was melting? Did it normally make the skin of your entire body feel like a stuttering heartbeat?

He didn’t know.

He wanted to.

When Sairis left the tavern, he supposed he should feel worried. Tomorrow, he would go to the palace and try to make history. Afterward, assuming he survived, he had a...a... “Date.” Sairis said the unfamiliar word aloud. “I have a date tomorrow evening. If no one murders me.”



Chapter 3. Daphne


Roland was shocked to find Daphne waiting for him upon his return. She sat in his study, wearing a gold dressing gown, reading at the desk that no longer felt like his own. Her long, chestnut hair had been twined in an elaborate braid when she’d greeted him upon his arrival that morning, but it hung soft around her face now.

“Daph,” he began. She looked up, and his father’s gray eyes looked out from his sister’s face. Roland was momentarily startled into silence. “Your Grace,” he corrected himself
 .

Daphne sighed and closed the book. “Roland, it’s just me in here.” She folded her hands and looked away. “Although I appreciate the ‘grace’ elsewhere.”

Roland inclined his head. Daphne was four years his senior. She was their father’s recognized heir, groomed for the task from childhood, and highly capable. However, like the laws regarding the men in the Tipsy Knave, it had not always been so. Until fifteen years ago, a woman could not have inherited. Arnoldo Malconwy had made many changes that were now in jeopardy due to his untimely death and the crisis facing their country.

“Sit down, Roland,” said Daphne.

Roland sat, feeling oddly young and wondering if he was about to get a lecture for whoring. He was conscious of his plain clothes, the odors of cheap booze and tobacco that lingered about his person, and the conclusions that his queen sister must draw.

Then she opened her mouth, and he realized that her concerns were more substantial. “I intend to make an alliance with Lamont. Specifically, I intend to marry Prince Anton.”

Roland blinked. “He’s close to forty.”

Daphne said nothing.

Roland considered. “That will make Falcosta uneasy.”

Daphne toyed with her pen. “I know. King Norres does have an unmarried younger daughter...”

Roland took a long moment before his brain caught up with his ears. “You’re...considering marrying me off to Falcosta?
 ”

Daphne did not quite meet his eyes. “We’d have a neat alliance. We could stand united against Zolsestron with some confidence in each other.”

Roland sputtered. “Daph, you know...” You know my tastes. You know that would make me miserable.


Daphne set down her pen and massaged her temples. “If I could marry you off to a prince, I would, Roland.”

“I don’t want to be married off to anyone!”

Daphne witnessed his distress with maddening patience. “Zolsestron is poised to take the pass: yes or no?”

Roland let out a long breath. “Yes. The fighting this last year has been terrible. They’ve taken garrison after garrison. The way Hastafel’s soldiers behave, Daphne... You’d think they were the ones defending their homeland. They act like men possessed. They keep coming even when they’re torn half to pieces. And not just men, either. Sometimes he sends these creatures—” He stopped himself.

Daphne’s compassion slipped through her politician’s mask. She leaned forward and squeezed his arm. “I’m sorry about Marcus. I’m sorry about all of them.”

Roland clamped his other hand over his sister’s. “We’re fighting monsters on the border. Not just men, Daphne. Monsters.” He willed himself to be here in this softly lit room, this safe place.

“We’re losing,” said Daphne quietly. “If our neighbors would help, we might be able to stop Hastafel. It just so happens that we’ve scrapped with our neighbors constantly for the 
 last two hundred years, so it’s taken some talking to bring them around. But if we fall, they’re next, and they know it.”

“You’re going to be a great queen, Daph. If you pull this off, it will be a first.”

She squeezed his arm and let go with a grimace. “And all it will cost is my little brother’s lifelong misery.”

Roland made a face. “Do you
 want to marry Anton?”

“I do, actually. We’ve been corresponding this past year and we’ve met twice, including yesterday. I like him.”

Roland licked his lips. “Good. I would hate to see you unhappy.”

“Or I you. I haven’t made any promises yet. Roland, I need to know what you want.”

“What do you mean?”

“You prefer men; does that mean you never want to marry at all? Or do you simply want a wife who will look the other way and doesn’t care for bedroom sports? You’re a war hero like Father. People love you. That makes you a little dangerous for me.”

Roland didn’t want to understand, but he did. “Have the barons suggested I be crowned? Is Uncle Winthrop behind it?”

Daphne licked her lips. “I’ve heard rumors. I cannot afford a civil war right now, Roland. I can’t fight Zolsestron and our barons and perhaps our neighbors. We need to have one enemy. Just one. Then we might be able to win.”

“So you’ll marry me off to Falcosta,” said Roland bitterly. “That removes me neatly from the board, gets you a new ally, and silences the barons. Queen takes rook.
 ”

Daphne almost lost her temper. “Damn it, Roland, tell me what you want! I will at least consider it. Do you prefer to be sent back to the border at the head of our armies? I could argue that your place is in battle. I doubt we will have an uncontested border in our lifetimes, no matter what happens with Hastafel, so you can make a career of it. You can replace Uncle Jessup when he dies. Is that your wish?”

Roland scrubbed a hand across his face. They hang men like me in Falcosta. A princess from there will not be understanding.
 He thought of the fighting, of the pass with winter coming on, of the fresh troops and supplies delivered to Hastafel’s army by sea while Roland’s own men made do with thin rations trekked in over the mountains. He thought of the mad gleam in the eyes of their enemies, driven by whatever devilry Hastafel had cast upon them. I believe they would kill us with their teeth if they ran out of weapons.
 Within the privacy of his own mind, he let himself say the words, Like the dead.


Roland fully expected to be fighting them again within the month. He’d hoped for a few weeks at home to mourn his father and see his sister on the throne. Then he would return to his friends and officers with a few fresh troops, though they were likely to be too old or too young, certainly too green. Mistala had been bled dry. Falcosta, on the other hand, had trained soldiers standing idle. They had considerably more than Lamont, being an inland country less affected by the Sundering. Those troops might make the difference. Am I letting my people down if I don’t marry this girl
 ?


“Daphne, have our own magicians made any progress in matching Zolsestron’s techniques?”

She shook her head. “I think they’re too cautious. They have a thousand rules. Father didn’t go far enough.”

Roland nodded. The use of magic had been another of those prohibitions that his father had lifted when he announced that women could rule and boys could kiss each other without facing the noose. Admittedly, magic had a more complex history in Mistala. The laws against it had only arisen in the terror immediately after the Sundering.

“There’s something else,” said Daphne, “something you won’t like. I need to tell you so that you won’t be alarmed tomorrow.”

Roland grimaced. “Something worse than marrying a Falcostan princess?”

Daphne quirked a smile. “Probably not worse than that.”

“What?”

“I invited a representative from Karkaroth.”

Roland blinked. He was quite certain he had misheard. “You...what?”

Daphne spoke with maddening patience. “I invited Magus Karkaroth—”

The honorific “magus” was more than Roland could take. “The necromancer
 Karkaroth? Scourge of the realm? Father’s sworn enemy?”

“Father’s defeated
 enemy,” said Daphne. “He hasn’t stirred from his tower in over a decade, Roland.”

“Because we haven’t let him!
 ”

“He rules a burn-blackened tower amid a tiny swath of dying forest. Forgive me for not quaking in fear.”

Roland was still sputtering. “He’s the reason our dead are still buried without their heads attached!”

Daphne wore a longsuffering expression. “So, I’m sure you will be comforted to know that he is not coming himself, but has sent his apprentice.”

“An apprentice necromancer. Also known as a necromancer.”

“If the dead start walking, we’ll know whom to blame.”

“It’s not funny, Daph. Grandfather would turn over in his grave.”

Daphne started to respond, made an unladylike snort, and covered her mouth with one hand. She and Roland stared at each other for a moment. Then they were both laughing.

“It’s not funny,” repeated Roland, but it felt good to laugh. More than that, it felt good to see Daphne laugh. So he added, with real levity, “I do hope he doesn’t raise Grandfather.”

Daphne wiped tears from her eyes. “We would have some explaining to do.”

“Starting with why you’re being crowned.”

“And ending with who you were out with tonight.”

Roland shook with mirth.

Daphne composed herself. “If we
 don’t make Grandfather roll over in his grave, no necromancer’s apprentice will do it.” She took a deep breath. “You tell me you’re fighting monsters on the border. Maybe we need to fight back with something equivalent.”

Roland’s shoulders sagged. “This is not the answer, Daph.
 ”

“You may be right, but I intend to try everything.”

“Will our magicians put some kind of collar on him, at least?”

“That would not be an act of good faith.”

“No, it would be an act of self-preservation.”

“I intend to start with good faith.”

“This is a mistake, Daph.”

“Your objection is noted, Roland.”



Chapter 4. House of Mirrors


Sairis had heard descriptions of the palace, and they’d been mostly accurate. What he hadn’t expected were all the mirrors. They threw back the light, making the long rooms seem even longer, the painted ceilings endless, the brass and gold magnified and brighter. Sairis found himself wondering what he could do with so many reflective surfaces, what he might be able to bring through them. These people are infants in the ways of magic.


Of course they were. This was Mistala, where they’d been killing their magicians until fifteen years ago, and even now kept them like tame dogs on leashes
 .

And now they want a word with a wolf.

He was a little surprised that he hadn’t been greeted with a muzzle. The guards and servants did not seem to know who he was, only his name and that he was expected. As far as he could tell, no magicians were among them. Sairis wasn’t sure whether to be flattered by their trust or concerned about their judgment.

He had hoped for a private audience with the queen. One hour, offers accepted or rejected, and then he’d be on his way. No such luck. He was ushered into what was clearly the palace strategy room—cozy, but windowless, lit with numerous oil lamps in sconces. The room included a small library of books and scrolls, walls lined with detailed maps, and a large table with the newest map under glass. Beautifully carved pieces that were clearly intended to represent the movements of armies lay scattered around the table. There was only one mirror, framed in the far wall in a spot that a window might otherwise occupy. Clearly, this was a closely-guarded room, with documents that probably contained state secrets. They’re trusting me quite a lot. I wonder if they truly realize how much.


Tea and water stood on a sideboard in gleaming silver ewers, accompanied by delicate, porcelain cups. Cheeses, cured meats, slices of fruit, and warm bread had been arranged in artful patterns amid sprays of flowers on long, silver trays. Sairis had never seen some of the fruits outside of a book. He had to stop himself from staring. A woman in palace livery pointed out pots of honey, preserves, and butter. She handed him a silver plate and fork, embossed with twining vines and stamped with 
 the royal crest. The napkin was made of finer linen than Sairis’s shirt. “Would you like any other refreshment, sir?”

Sairis shook his head, and she departed without announcing him. I shouldn’t eat or drink anything here,
 he told himself. It could be laced with poison or magic.
 But everyone else was eating, and he could not decern the faintest trace of an aura on anything. It was becoming increasingly obvious to Sairis that these people had no idea how to construct a complex magical trap. I may be here all day. I cannot afford to be faint with hunger.


A number of people were chatting at the far end. Sairis tried to identify them as he helped himself to a more interesting breakfast than he thought he was ever likely to taste again. The king had had three brothers, all of whom held lands and influence. The eldest, Winthrop, was known to be the most political and also the most conservative, with a following among the barons. Sairis recognized him from busts and paintings—a big man with a booming voice, holding court in front of the mirror. He was around fifty, his dark beard just beginning to gray.

The middle brother, Jessup, was lord commander at the border and would not be present. The youngest, Maniford, claimed to prefer horses and hunting dogs to politics, but everyone said he had the queen’s ear. Sairis recognized him by virtue of his similarities to Winthrop, though he was a bit slimmer, shaven, and his voice didn’t carry across the room.

Many of the queen’s other advisors were of the same age—people who had advised her father—although she also favored a few of her cousins. In addition, there would be emissaries 
 from Falcosta and Lamont, although Sairis didn’t think they’d arrived yet.

The men in the room wore the elaborate wigs currently in fashion—curls to their shoulders, with a few locks banded in silver and gold and occasional flashes of gemstones. Sairis was the only man present not so adorned. He was feeling a bit intimidated in spite of his best efforts. Steady,
 he told himself. They’re idiots who live in a house full of mirrors.


People were shooting him curious glances. Sairis felt certain that they did not know who he was. He took a cup of coffee and busied himself with examining maps. The intricately-drawn leather pages made a fascinating progression along one wall. They showed first the changing borders of querulous nations. Then, twenty-six years ago, someone had painted a red line down the wall between the maps. This was the Sundering—the great quake that had turned the Shadowed Sea into the Shattered Sea and unleashed new magic on the world. Sairis had been born four years later—part of the first generation of new magicians.

The geography after that was less detailed, less certain. Kingdoms had been split apart, with their various populations pushed hundreds of miles from each other. Peoples never before adjacent had been sent into each other’s backyards. For Mistala, the Sundering had pushed up mountains in the west, between the bulk of the country and its precious coast. The ports and trade that had created this fine palace were now shut off behind a mountain pass in terrain that was still being mapped. Mistala’s rapacious southern neighbor, Zolsestron, had taken this 
 opportunity to march up the coastline and seize the ports. Now, they were pushing through the mountains towards the interior with its rich farms and forests. Or what used to be rich farms and forests.


Zolsestron had always been warlike. The southern kingdoms were a maze of rugged terrain that bred tough men and tougher horses. Mistala, by contrast, had previously been flat. She’d had a navy and allies over the sea. Now, her allies were fighting their own wars, and her navy was no more. Even so,
 thought Sairis, she might have protected herself if she hadn’t killed her magicians.


In his panic, Daphne’s grandfather had outlawed magic immediately after the Sundering. He’d had reasons, of course, Karkaroth chief among them. The king had listened to the most fearful and conservative of his advisors, who told him they must purge their realm of anything unnatural. So magicians died, along with foreigners and homosexuals and women who misbehaved.

And still the new magic grew and the dead walked and their neighbors saw an opportunity. Unlike Mistala, Zolsestron had embraced the new magic. Or perhaps they’d fallen to it. Their monarchy had been overthrown within five years of the Sundering. The warlord now in power was a sorcerer known simply as Lord Hastafel. He kept a demon in the form of a great black wolf, and he was not the least bit shy about using magic.

As if this weren’t bad enough, it was becoming apparent that the mountains had created a rain shadow that was 
 permanently changing the land east of the Shattered Sea. Some said it would become a desert. Crops were failing.

New rivers had emerged from the mountains, and new irrigation techniques were being tried. Nevertheless, the drought deepened.

No wonder they’re ready to talk to a wolf.

A moment later, a servant entered to announce, “His Highness, Prince Anton of Lamont.” This was followed by several earls and, at last, “His Grace, King Norres of Falcosta.” Norres had brought his youngest daughter, who was surely no more than a teenager, but wearing a dress designed for a more full-figured woman. She looked awkward in the grown-up clothes.

The room was growing loud with the rumble of voices and it was harder to avoid actually speaking to anyone. Sairis deflected a couple of polite conversational feints. Prince Anton attempted to hand him an empty teacup, clearly thinking he was a servant.

Sairis entertained a brief, but vivid, fantasy of setting him on fire.

At last, a footman came to the door and said, “Her Grace, Queen Daphne of Mistala and His Highness, Prince Roland.”

Daphne was the female image of her father—a point that did not put Sairis at ease, but he supposed she couldn’t help it. She stood in the door for a moment, backed by the formidable shape of her war-hero brother. Her gray eyes moved over the room. They paused on Sairis with a hint of acknowledgement.

Then Daphne addressed the gathering in a calm, clear voice. “Family, friends, neighbors, thank you for coming. As 
 you all know, we are in a critical moment with Lord Hastafel at our doorstep. If we wish to remain independent kingdoms in control of our own destinies, we must act decisively. If there has ever been a time for us to put aside our differences, that time is now.”

A murmur of agreement went up from some people in the group, though not all. Daphne moved towards the table, and everyone else turned to find their chairs. The seats had been assigned, and Sairis had located his earlier. The queen had elected to seat him directly across from her brother. Sairis supposed this was appropriate. Roland would have more knowledge than anyone else present about the magic being deployed against them on the border. Still, Sairis wasn’t looking forward to a conversation with the man. Knights made him uneasy.

Naturally, Prince Roland had the grandest wig present—a mane of dark curls laced with sapphires and banded in gold. Every waistcoat and jacket within Sairis’s line of vision was perfectly cut and elaborately embroidered. There was enough gold and silver brocade in the room to buy a coach and four.

Steady.

To his annoyance, Sairis could feel Roland staring at him. The prince had sat down and then just...frozen. Never seen a necromancer before, my lord? Did you suppose we looked like corpses? Or are you simply in awe of my fashion sense?


In a flash of irritation, Sairis dared to look Roland directly in the face. The man’s square jaw was practically slack. His blond beard did not match his wig. Stupid aristocratic fashions
 .


Sairis gave up on subtlety and stared back with calculated insolence. What?


Then his stomach turned over.

Dimly, he heard the queen say, “I’ve not introduced one member of this gathering. Magus Sairis, apprentice to the magician Karkaroth, has agreed to hear our situation. He and his master may be willing to help. I would particularly like his opinion on the behavior of Hastafel’s troops, which, everyone agrees, appear to be driven by inhuman forces. To that end...” She waved a hand between her brother and the necromancer she’d invited to court. “Roland, Sairis. Sairis, Roland.”



Chapter 5. Soul-Eater


Roland felt like he had water in his ears—a roaring that blunted all other sounds. Daphne was going on and on about cooperation and the need for a united front in these troubled times and the sacrifices everyone was making.

I kissed a necromancer.

King Norres went straight for the throat with a long list of demands. He wanted all the towns Mistala had taken in the war three years ago. And in the war five years before that. He wanted 
 his soldiers paid with Mistalan gold. He wanted all import taxes abolished. He wanted border garrisons dismantled. He wanted assurances of future aid. He wanted, he wanted, he wanted...

I put my tongue in his mouth.

Sairis’s face had gone completely blank—that empty stare that had unnerved Roland for a moment in the Tipsy Knave. And now he knew why. Death magic...witch...ghost mage...
 Everything he’d ever heard about necromancers ran screaming through his head. Not really alive. Not really human.


Anton was speaking smoothly to Norres, explaining why his demands were excessive and why he should be giving Mistala every man who could wield a sword.

Norres harrumphed. “Easy for you to say, Your Grace, seeing as you’re about to own the lot. Maybe I should just negotiate directly with you.”

A storm of snarling erupted from Mistala’s barons. If
 Queen Daphne deigned to unite herself in marriage to Lamont, she would certainly not be ceding her throne! If all went well, Anton’s child might inherit a united kingdom, but Anton would certainly never rule Mistala! Anyone who said otherwise should draw steel and say it again in the courtyard at ten paces.

At Roland’s elbow, Daphne gave a tiny sigh intended for his ears only. “Well, those wheels came off fast.”

Roland tried to focus. They were making history in this room. His sister needed his support. He tore his eyes away from Sairis, who was watching Norres and did not seem remotely distracted by Roland
 .

Could he have known who I was in the tavern? Did he do something to me? Poison me? Put a spell on me? Did he take any of my hair, clothes... Does spit count? When it was in his mouth? Oh, gods.

Roland had a vivid memory of a hunt when he was eight years old. They’d been attacked by three walking corpses. His favorite dog, Cupie, had been torn to pieces. He’d dreamed about the awful sight for years—the noises she’d made, the anguished way she had looked at him, crying for help. And he could do nothing.

“You must not go near them, my lord,” his tutor had muttered. “There is power in blood and hair and nails. If they touch you, the necromancer may be able to harm you. Never let a necromancer or his creatures touch you.” Cupie’s body had burned along with the monsters—an ignoble death for a beast who died protecting him. Two years later, when his father took Karkaroth’s tower and burned it, Roland had watched the distant smoke from the city parapet and prayed that Cupie’s ghost would see it, too, and be at peace.

“Never let a necromancer touch you.”

“The fact remains,” rumbled Norres at the far end of the table, “that we have not always gotten along, gentlemen...” he cut his eyes to Daphne, “and lady. If Lamont and Mistala unite, Falcosta will be at a disadvantage. I will insist upon protections for my people.” He stabbed a finger at Roland, his eyes still on Daphne. “And I will insist upon a blood union! Your brother will marry my daughter, Your Grace, or there will be no alliance. 
 Then he will return to Falcosta and remain there at my pleasure. Any resulting offspring will remain there as well.”

Roland forgot suddenly about Sairis’s tongue. The arrogant shit!


Daphne spoke with dangerous calm, “Are you suggesting, my lord, that my brother and his children would become your hostages?”

“I do not intend to bandy words with you, my lady,” said Norres coldly. “Call my terms whatever you like. You will meet them, or you will get no troops from me.”

Roland pulled himself together. He had an enemy in this room, and it wasn’t the man across from him. At least not yet. He looked at Norres with the kind of bright, ferocious smile usually reserved for the joust and said, “My lord, we seem to be getting ahead of ourselves. Let me first make plain to you the situation.”

He snatched up the push-and-point stick that lay at the head of the table and nudged several tiny soldiers into place. “This is our army in the pass. Down to less than five hundred men.”

There were faint gasps around the table. Few people knew the true state of Mistala’s forces. Admitting such a thing to neighboring kings was all but asking for invasion. Roland wasn’t worried about that. Not after what he had to say next.

“They’re easier to feed, at least,” he continued with brittle cheer. “Our current supplies wouldn’t have lasted a fortnight two years ago, but now, they’ll hold us for three months. Still, 
 we’ll be getting hungry by mid-winter. You all know the state of the crops this year.”

No one said a word.

“How have we held our ground, you ask? Well, it’s a narrow pass and we’ve come to know its little ways. Unfortunately, Hastafel has gotten to know our
 ways almost as well. He is frequently reinforced by sea, and his tactics are ever-changing. He likes to try out new spells on his troops, and he inspires them to behave like madmen—suicide missions, charging into hails of arrows, setting themselves on fire and running at our walls. Worse, he has a sword he calls Soul-Eater, and the men who die on it sometimes come back...though not as men.”

Anton Lamont looked horrified. “Are you saying that he is raising the dead, sir?”

Most of the people in the room looked at Sairis. Roland forced himself not to. “No, my lord. The bodies do not rise. But there was a creature made of mud. It climbed over the wall one night at a weak point that only our people knew existed. It cried and screamed with the voice of a knight who’d died fighting Hastafel two days before. It seemed somehow possessed with his intelligence, though that did not stop it from killing five men. There have been scarecrows with scythes, a creature made of sticks, once a dead bear. They’re not human corpses, but—”

“Golems?” said Sairis abruptly. Out of the corner of his eye, Roland saw the little man push his glasses up his nose. “He’s mixing golems with death magic?
 ”

Roland turned unwillingly to meet Sairis’s eyes. Sairis looked dispassionately curious, for all the world as though these were their first words to one another.

“I don’t know anything about golems or death magic,” said Roland stiffly.

“But the monsters speak with the voices of those Hastafel has killed with this sword?” persisted Sairis. “The one he calls Soul-Eater?”

“Yes.” Roland swallowed. “They cry and scream sometimes in the night, as though they’re suffering.” Don’t think too hard about that. Don’t.


His traitorous mind promptly delivered an image of Cupie, struggling towards him as dead hands pulled her apart. “Never let a necromancer touch you.”


“Remarkable,” muttered Sairis.

The rest of the table had gone utterly silent. Roland could tell that he had at least painted a picture of something more awful than they had imagined coming out of the mountains.

“So,” he said, returning his gaze to Norres and forcing the bright anger back into his tone, “you know what is coming through the pass when we fall. Now, let’s talk about the likely path of invasion.” Roland pushed some more pieces around the map. “Our garrisons will empty to protect the capital, of course. They’ll all pull back to Chireese, and the entire border will be left undefended. Whether Hastafel will actually pause to take the city is anyone’s guess. We believe he has about twenty thousand men at this moment.
 ”

Roland began pushing enemy pieces along the roads into Falcosta and Lamont. “Here is where you can expect to meet them.”



Chapter 6. Staring Contest


“I have a meeting tomorrow, as well. I’d tell you where my thoughts will wander during the boring parts, but I don’t want to embarrass you.”

Sairis wanted to laugh. Somehow, I don’t think his fantasies are going quite where he imagined.


Indeed, Roland looked like he would sincerely like to kill Sairis. You kissed
 me, asshole. And now you’re regretting it. A lot. So much for that date.


No one else in the room seemed anxious to kiss Sairis, either. He could feel more eyes than Roland’s on him following Daphne’s introduction. His neighbors on either side scooted minutely away. Guests with ceremonial swords touched their pommels reflexively. A few darted glances at the door, where armed guards from all three kingdoms stood watch.

And then the group started talking again
 .

All things considered, this was a mild response. These people had lived in fear of Karkaroth for a generation. Sairis should feel pleased that no one was insisting that he be thrown from the room. Or from the parapet, for that matter.

He should feel relieved.

Instead, he had a leaden sensation in the pit of his stomach. Roland’s disgusted expression felt like a slap. The world seemed less colorful, less interesting. This is what you get for kissing people. Remember this feeling next time you are tempted to let someone put his tongue in your mouth.


Sairis kept his face absolutely still. When Roland looked at him, he looked right back. You want to have a staring contest, master palm reader? I’ll win that.


King Norres was really getting into his stride. Sairis was shocked that Roland was apparently expected to wed the child at Norres’s elbow. No wonder she looks as though she’d rather be anywhere else.


Roland didn’t seem pleased about this, either, because he finally stopped glaring at Sairis. He turned to give Norres the kind of smile that would have made any sane man reconsider his words and perhaps his life choices. The prince launched into a diatribe on why Norres should not be so precious with his troops. Roland was defending his sister, defending his kingdom...and, gods, those stupid sapphires in that stupid wig did make his stupid eyes look so
 blue.

Sairis told himself that admiring Roland’s face was no different from admiring a statue in the garden. Real people don’t look like that
 .


Sairis snapped back to full attention as Roland described the creatures Hastafel was using. Golems powered by death magic? That is something new.
 He wished he could talk to Karkaroth about it.

As the room erupted in comments regarding Roland’s doomsday scenario, Sairis caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. He had an impression that a servant had walked past on the far end of the room where he hadn’t expected anyone. Sairis turned, but saw only the mirror. He must have caught a reflection from the opposite end.

He’d seen nothing out of the ordinary. Still, if we are to be allies, I must have a word with the queen about these mirrors. Even if they’re warded, the spell-work will be all theoretical. The university magicians don’t believe in spirit-walking.



And
 are these people your allies?
 countered a voice in his head.

Sairis didn’t have an answer.



Chapter 7. Winthrop


Roland could tell he’d shaken the group with his description of Hastafel’s creations. I should have asked for new terms from Norres right then.


Instead, Uncle Winthrop tried to soften Roland’s dire predictions by assuring everyone that the border garrisons had enough troops to defend the capital, should such a thing be necessary. He even suggested that, if the pass fell, Mistala would crush the armies of Zolsestron on the plains between the mountains and the capital, due to their superior knowledge of the land.

Roland sighed inwardly. He understood what Winthrop was doing—making sure that Mistala did not look weak to her neighbors. But we
 are weak right now, Uncle, and pretending otherwise won’t help. Our weakness makes our neighbors weak, too, and they need to see that.


By the time Winthrop was done, Norres was looking more settled and Anton was looking bored. Uncle Maniford was doodling pornographic sketches on a notepad. Daphne’s political smile looked strained. There followed a long, tedious discussion of exactly which towns Mistala might be willing to return in exchange for troops from Falcosta.

Roland noted that his bride-to-be had taken out her embroidery. He’d known she was young, but he hadn’t realized 
 quite how young. At least she won’t be expecting anything in the bedroom just yet. It’ll take her years to become disappointed in me.


They broke for lunch, which Daphne had arranged in the gardens. Winthrop took Roland’s arm as they walked down the long veranda, steering him away from the others. “Did you know your sister intended to involve this necromancer?” he muttered.

Roland didn’t like his tone. “My sister, the queen, is exploring every avenue to save her people, Uncle.”

Winthrop huffed. He adopted a man-to-man voice. “Roland, I could see as well as anyone at that table what you thought of her decision.”


What you saw had nothing to do with her decision and everything to do with
 my decision last night.


“I agree with you,” continued Winthrop. “Inviting a viper into our bosom will not solve this problem.”

“I am skeptical,” admitted Roland, “but I don’t blame Daphne for examining every option.”

“If we win a war by allying with a necromancer, we have already lost,” growled Winthrop. “Your father conquered Karkaroth, Roland. You
 will conquer Hastafel. I have faith in you. So does the kingdom. Do not, I entreat you, allow yourself to be shackled to the Falcostan bitch.”

Again, Roland disliked his choice of words, but felt drawn to the sentiment. “I won’t marry her if I can see another way, Uncle.”

Winthrop clasped him on the shoulder. “I should empty the border garrisons. I could draw fifteen thousand men and make all speed to the pass. We could strike hard with a determined 
 offensive before Hastafel realizes you’ve been reinforced. We could win, Roland.”

Roland licked his lips. Risk everything in one throw?
 If they emptied the border garrisons for an offensive attack in the pass and failed, they wouldn’t even have enough men left to protect the capital. They would be broken, at the mercy of a sorcerer who had never proven merciful.

“What does Uncle Jessup think of this idea?”

“I don’t know. I want to know what you think.”

Roland thought it was a desperate move. But maybe he’s right. If I’m considering selling myself to Falcosta, and Daphne is marrying a man more than a decade her senior...? Maybe I’m not thinking big enough.
 “I will consider your words, Uncle.”

“Good. You’ll make a great leader, Nephew.” He slapped Roland on the shoulder with a force that would have toppled a smaller man.

“There’s something else I think you should consider. Please understand: I do share your sentiments about the witch, Sairis.”


I doubt that,
 thought Roland, but kept his composure.

“I’d like nothing better than to send him back to Karkaroth in pieces,” continued Winthrop. “I think Daphne was mad to let him in the door without a collar. He cannot be trusted. But...he is a weapon, Roland. A necromancer on a battlefield? Can you imagine?”

Roland could
 imagine. He kept his voice neutral with effort. “I think if it were possible to simply recruit the dead, Hastafel would already be doing that.”

“Not necessarily. Hastafel is a sorcerer, not a necromancer.
 ”


Since when did you become an expert on magic, Uncle?
 “What are you suggesting, sir?”

“Collar him, clap him in chains, and take him to the border. If he doesn’t cooperate, cut off fingers until he does.”

Roland had a sudden memory of the way Sairis had flinched when Roland touched his jaw, that sense of fragile trust when he’d opened his mouth. “Daphne promised him safe conduct.”

“That was none of your doing. We owe nothing to Karkaroth or to his underlings.”

“I will not gainsay my queen!”

Winthrop threw up his hands in exasperation. “Well, then capture him outside the palace! He seems young and overconfident. Pretend you’d like to hear his ideas, lure him somewhere private, and take him in hand.”

Roland shut his eyes. He remembered a palm extended hesitantly across a bar, like an animal fearing a trap.

“Think of your men on the border,” continued Winthrop. “Think of what we are facing. This is not a child’s game, Roland. This is win or die. We cannot afford to be precious about the rules.”

Roland had stopped walking. He crossed his arms and stared, unseeing, over the gardens.

Winthrop spoke more quietly at his elbow. “I know you are frustrated with me for undercutting your warning in council. But Lamont and Falcosta are not our friends, and they must not see us weak. We must maintain our autonomy. I would not be suggesting the use of a necromancer if I did not think the situation was critical. Karkaroth and his creature are abominations, 
 but they are our
 abominations—homegrown in our own country. Sairis is a weapon, Roland. You can’t trust him, but you can
 use him.”



Chapter 8. A Shard and a Punch Bowl


Sairis was tired of these people. He was tired of listening to them argue, tired of looking at Roland, tired of feeling things. They’d been talking half the day, and they didn’t seem to be getting anywhere. In addition, no one had asked Sairis what he
 wanted in exchange for his services. They seemed to think they were doing him a favor by tolerating his presence.

He’d initially planned to stay at least one more night in the capital. He’d had a vague idea of consulting with the queen’s magicians tomorrow. But I can do that by letter.


The idea that he would almost certainly need to exchange letters with Roland to discuss Hastafel’s golems made him squirm, but at least he wouldn’t have to look at the sour judgment on that perfect face any longer. He did want to speak to the queen about the mirrors. She had extended great trust, and Sairis felt that he owed her that much
 .

He caught her eye as they were leaving the strategy room for lunch. “Your Grace, I would like a word in private.”

She looked at him wearily. Sairis felt sorry for her. Me and a hundred others.
 “Certainly, Magus Sairis, but I’m afraid my lunch hour is already promised. You are being very patient. I do appreciate this.”

Sairis couldn’t dislike her. She sounded so sincere. But so did Roland in the tavern.


A moment later, he caught a glimpse of the man walking the veranda with his eldest uncle. In spite of the softening effect of the jeweled wig, Roland’s profile still looked intimidating. He had a knight’s brutal power in every line and movement. And yet... You touched my face like I was made of spun glass.


Sairis screwed his eyes shut. Gods, Sair, why don’t you torture yourself some more? Instead of staring at him, you could poke a stick in your eyeball or something.


The gardens were beautiful, at least. Even leafless, the big trees had a tranquility that made Sairis breathe a little easier. An ornamental stream wound through the hedges. The cool air smelled of damp earth. This was surely installed before water became so dear.


“I’m watching you, witch.”

Sairis turned to see King Norres, flanked by two unfriendly looking barons. Sairis was suddenly aware of the hedgerow that shielded the four of them from the remainder of the party.

“Do not suppose that, since Queen Daphne is desperate, creatures like you will be permitted to prey upon my
 people unchallenged,” continued Norres
 .

Sairis wished he had Roland’s way of grinning a threat. When Sairis grinned, he just looked like a little boy.

“You and your master will get what is coming to you,” hissed Norres. “No hysterical woman will change that.”

“Noted,” said Sairis. “Excuse me.” He made to walk between them, and the group scattered so fast that one baron tripped and nearly sat down in the wet grass.


So much for the bravery imparted by numbers.
 Sairis stifled a laugh, but made a mental note to stay where the queen’s guards could see him. As much as he itched to get away from these people, he did not want to be stabbed behind a hedge or in a deserted hallway. Regretfully, Sairis threaded his way to the middle of the group and stayed there.

To his chagrin, he found himself standing across from Roland at the punch bowl. The prince looked like he had his mind on something else and took a moment to register Sairis. When he did, he blinked and glanced away.

Sairis sighed. “I didn’t know,” he said quietly.

Roland shot him a suspicious look.

Sairis sipped his punch. “How could I possibly have known?” He realized this was a hopeless angle. They have no idea what magic can and can’t do.


He gave up on that point and said, “I might be able to help with the golems. Do you have anything from them? A fragment? A bit of mud? Anything?”

Roland still looked suspicious, but the tension in his jaw eased. “I can do better than that.” He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket and brought out a chunk of what looked like 
 obsidian. It was about the size of a fruit pit, vaguely triangular, smooth on one side and rough along the others.

Sairis cocked his head.

“This is a piece of the sword,” said Roland.

Sairis blinked. “How...?”

“I fought with him.”

Sairis glanced at Roland’s face, but it was closed and guarded. He looked back down at the fragment. “How...valiant of you.” And by “valiant,” I mean “stupid.”
 Sairis could see a faint aura around the obsidian. He reached out to take it, and his fingers brushed Roland’s.

Roland jerked away so fast that the chunk of stone slipped between them and fell with an enormous plop into the punch bowl. A look of shock passed over Roland’s face, and he spoke in a rush, “Gods, that was clumsy of me. I apologize. Did I get punch all over you?”

Sairis sighed. He shed his jacket, rolled up his sleeve, and fished the shard out of the sticky liquid. He sluiced it and his hand in water from a pitcher and called to a servant. “You’ll need another bowl of punch. No one’s going to want to drink this.”

Roland’s eyes met Sairis’s as Sairis shrugged back into his coat. Sairis saw conflicted emotions. Maybe a little guilt.

Roland licked his lips. “I’m sorry.”

Sairis gave him an acid smile. “I’ll just have a look at this and give it back before I leave. I can return it to one of your magicians if you prefer not to handle it after me.”



Chapter 9. Something Tethered


The day dragged on. Roland was glad that he hadn’t made a career in politics. How does Daphne stand it?


He would rather be riding border patrol any day—in the open air, on a good horse, facing an enemy who at least wore his colors on his sleeve. Anton was trying to be helpful. At least, Roland thought so. Although he might just be trying to strengthen Lamont’s position. He had a list of requirements from his father, all of which Norres seemed to reject on general principle.

The parties of Lamont and Falcosta kept breaking into squabbles between each other, in which Daphne was forced to play referee.

Uncle Maniford kept drawing naked ladies. Roland was certain he was paying more attention than he let on. Uncle Mani was a bit of a rake, but he didn’t miss much. Roland made a mental note to ask him his opinion later in private. I hope it doesn’t involve dragging Sairis to the border in chains.


The only person who appeared less interested in the discussion than Maniford was Roland’s potential bride-to-be, Lady Candice. The girl continued to embroider steadily without looking at anyone. Roland noticed that she’d stuck herself with her embroidery needle. She had a bit of cloth wrapped around one finger, speckled with blood. He also noticed that she had a 
 bruise on her wrist—mostly covered by her sleeve, but occasionally sliding into view. The bruise looked like the imprint of fingers.

Roland frowned. There were very few people who might be permitted to leave bruises on a princess. Would she have more patience with my tastes if I rescued her?
 He felt immediately guilty for the idea. To turn a girl’s suffering to his own advantage seemed low indeed.


I doubt I will marry Candice no matter what happens.
 He wondered if he could say anything to her that would make the years ahead seem less bleak. With a father like Norres? Probably not.


Sairis had lain the chunk of obsidian on the table in front of him, sometimes studying it and sometimes watching the people in the room. He did not look at Roland.

During a break, Roland got up his nerve to ask, “What do you think of it?”

Sairis’s dark eyes flicked up behind his glasses. Roland remembered the way his eyelashes had brushed them. Gods damn it.


“It’s got traces of death magic, certainly.” Sairis’s voice was clinical. “The way it was made might give us a link to Hastafel. I’m not sure...” He broke off, shook his head. “I think there’s something tethered here, but I’d need to examine it under different conditions to learn the details.”

“Something tethered?” repeated Roland.

“Ghosts,” said Sairis. “Or fragments of ghosts. I can’t tell without spirit-walking.
 ”

Roland scratched his head. “Where would you do that?”

“Not in your conference room.”

In spite of everything, Roland heard himself say, “I’m sure nothing could make this conference more unpleasant.”

“Drawing a salt circle on your floor and writing a few runes in blood would certainly end the tedium.”

Roland wanted to laugh. Sairis’s lips gave an answering twitch. “Excuse me while I take a walk-about on the Styx and search for ghosts. Prince Roland has ordered it, and he knows what he’s doing. I’m told he has some aptitude for magic.”

It had been a long, stressful day. Roland barked a laugh. He was on the verge of saying that, while he might have some aptitude for magic, he had it on expert authority that he wasn’t very good at it. Then he caught Uncle Winthrop’s eyes across the room—a questioning look, a faint nod of approval. “Pretend you’d like to hear his ideas, lure him somewhere private, and take him in hand.”


Suddenly, nothing seemed funny. Roland pushed back his chair, putting more distance between himself and Sairis. “That does seem likely to cause a fuss. But thank you for whatever you can tell us.”

*  *  *  *


Well, that’s that.
 Sairis wasn’t sure what had prompted him to try another overture towards Roland. Perhaps Roland’s stammered apology over the punch. Perhaps that look of guilty regret
 .

Sairis wasn’t sure why he’d chosen a joke about summoning circles, blood runes, and ghosts, either. Flirting: this is how
 not to do it.


Still, Roland had laughed...right before his face closed like a slamming door and his posture stiffened like a wooden soldier. Roland ended their conversation in a voice that had become formal and unfriendly. He didn’t look at Sairis again for the rest of the meeting.

He might be feeling conflicted about me, but he’s decided not to be friends, and he’s not going to change his mind.

It took every ounce of Sairis’s will to avoid getting up and leaving. A word to Queen Daphne. Then I’m gone.


A clock on the wall revealed that the time was near sunset when the meeting finally adjourned. They’d agreed upon some of the towns that Norres required from Mistala, although they were still discussing towns he wanted from Lamont. A generous dowry had been offered to accompany Princess Candice. Daphne greeted this with reservations, but not outright rejection.

In a moment of spite, Sairis thought, I wish you joy of your marriage, Roland. An invert and a sullen little girl. What times you shall have together!


And then they were all rising from their chairs, shaking hands, bowing, moving towards the doors. “Your Grace,” murmured Sairis as Daphne was turning away.

She looked at him with tired confusion. Then recollection crossed her face, and she gave a faint nod. Sairis lingered as the other guests filed out, the queen speaking a word here and there, 
 thanking them for coming. When only the guards remained, Sairis said, “Are you familiar with mirror magic, Your Grace?”



Chapter 10. Mirror Magic


Roland’s first thought, as he descended the stairs from the conference room, was that he’d been looking forward to something this evening. His second thought was that it had been the Tipsy Knave, and that had been because... Roland swore under his breath. His third thought was, Where is Sairis?


He hadn’t come down the stairs with everyone else. On an impulse, Roland turned and went back up. His suspicions were confirmed when he reached the end of the hall and heard the faint sound of voices in the strategy room.

“I’m not saying I think you have a problem.” Sairis spoke patiently. “I’m saying you should take steps to make certain you don’t have one in the future. Understanding of mirror magic has evolved in the last few years. Your wards may not be up to date.”

Roland waved at the two guards beside the door as he strode past. Daphne and Sairis were standing at the far end of the room, gazing at the mirror as though it held a secret. Roland cleared his throat
 .

They both turned.

“Your Grace,” said Roland, “I could wish that you were not...” Alone here with a necromancer.
 Daphne gave him a skeptical look and he finished lamely, “still working after such a long day.”

She sighed. “He doesn’t bite, Roland.”

No. He hardly even opens his mouth.

Sairis coughed. Roland was sure he was thinking the same thing. Roland continued desperately, “I think you should be careful. Uncle Winthrop said some strange things to me.”

Daphne shrugged. “I doubt they were stranger than what Uncle Mani said to me.”


There was an awkward pause and Sairis spoke. “Perhaps the two of you should compare strange uncles.” He lifted his coat from the back of a chair. “After I’m gone, of course.”

Roland hesitated. Then he made up his mind. “You should be careful, as well, Sairis. He suggested I collar you, take you to the border, and cut off fingers until you raise a corpse army.”

Sairis froze.

Daphne threw up her hands. “Oh, for love of Phaedra!”

“That sounded a lot like making a liar out of you,” continued Roland to Daphne.

“Yes, it does,” fumed Daphne. “Thank you for telling me.” She drew a deep breath. “Sairis, what do you want?”

Sairis blinked. “Excuse me?”

“In exchange for helping us, what do you want?
 ”

Sairis licked his lips. “I can’t promise to raise a corpse army...” His eyes flicked to Roland. “No matter how many fingers you cut off.”

Roland winced.

“I wasn’t asking you to,” said Daphne. “But if you consult for us, help us discover ways of dealing with Hastafel’s creatures, perhaps train some of our magicians...what do you want?”

“The Parabola River,” said Sairis immediately.

Roland drew in a deep breath. The Parabola was a river that had once flowed through Karkaroth’s lands. Damming and rerouting it was one of the things Roland’s father had done to break the necromancer’s power.

“And lift the bounty on my master,” said Sairis. “Obviously.”

“Obviously,” said Daphne in a thoughtful voice. “Water has grown precious. The Parabola is in use by other people now.”

“Then give them the ornamental stream from your garden,” said Sairis irritably. “Or they are welcome to move back to Arabis.”

Arabis was a town on Karkaroth’s lands, long deserted. Arnoldo Malconwy had salted the earth, making it difficult to grow food there. He’d adopted the tactic of cutting off Karkaroth’s resources, rather than facing his magic directly. He’d taken away the people, the water, the fertile land. It had worked. In the end, he’d burned the tower, although soldiers had never managed to get inside. A hefty bounty on the necromancer had ensured that a steady stream of knights and other private parties attempted to kill him. None of them had ever shown up at the palace to claim the reward, however. The forest around 
 Karkaroth’s tower was a grim place now—a shadowy, dying husk. It certainly looked
 haunted. The return of the Parabola could change that.

“I will consider it,” said Daphne. “Anything else?”

Sairis’s eyes flicked up as though to gauge her expression. “Anyone who wants to come study there is welcome.”

Daphne frowned. “It sounds like you’re asking me to give him influence again, Sairis. I’m not willing to do that. A way to live peacefully? Yes. Influence? No.”

Sairis’s lips pressed together in a tight line.

“I live with my stepfather, who is dying.”

“He’s sick,” said Roland quietly.

Daphne cocked her head. Sairis looked startled for a moment, then furious.

Daphne looked between them. “What—?” she began.

They all paused as the door to the room swung open. Roland turned to see who had entered, but the door wasn’t
 open. Roland felt an icy hand at his chest. He turned to the glass beside their heads. The door had opened in the mirror...and only in the mirror.

“Back,” hissed Sairis. “Get away from it.”

The three of them made a swift retreat to the far end of the room as a man strolled into view. He was tall and fit, with black hair and the almond eyes of the southern mountain tribes. He wore a leather jerkin and padded shirt with ornamental stitching that, nevertheless, looked brutally serviceable, as though he’d just come from the practice yard. His gauntleted hands held 
 a naked sword, its blade a gleaming black. At his side paced a huge wolf, dark as the sword.

“Guards!” bellowed Daphne.

They rushed into the room, swords drawn. The guards looked first to Sairis as the most likely threat. They gaped when they saw the mirror.

“He can’t come through,” muttered Sairis. “He can scry for a mirror with a bit of something from the room, but to actually come through, he would need an anchor—magic in the glass on this side.”

“Hastafel,” whispered Daphne. Roland had never heard such a combination of anger and fear in his sister’s voice.

“Queen Daphne.” The sorcerer’s liquid purr filled the strategy room, rich with the almost musical accent of Zolsestron. “I heard there was a meeting of local rulers today. I seem to have mislaid my invitation...which is why I am late.” He nodded at Roland. “Prince Roland, I trust we can cross swords again soon. I, for one, would like a rematch.”

“Your orders, Your Grace?” asked one of the guards.

“Stand by,” said Daphne. She turned to Sairis, ignoring Hastafel. “Can you fix this?”

“Yes,” said Sairis. “But it will take a few moments.” He was fishing in his pockets. “You should be safe if you don’t touch the glass.”

The wolf at Hastafel’s side looked out of the mirror with disturbing, blood-red eyes. It wore a collar that looked like silver. Behind them, several of Hastafel’s own guards trooped into the room—warriors in chainmail and helmets, visors down
 .

“I see you’ve gotten yourself a court magician,” continued Hastafel, as Sairis approached the mirror. He gave Sairis a once-over, which Sairis did not return. The necromancer snatched a chair from the table and dragged it to the wall. Roland realized, with a trace of embarrassment, that Sairis intended to stand on it. He wasn’t tall enough to reach the top of the mirror unaided.

Lord Hastafel clearly realized the same thing and laughed—a sound that rolled through the chamber like winter rain. “Are you the best they could do?”

*  *  *  *

Sairis forced himself not to look at Hastafel as he considered how to ward a mirror that had already been scried. He drew a rune on the wall at the upper corner, careful not to actually touch the glass, and began a long row across the top.

Hastafel had returned his attention to Queen Daphne. “I am here to offer you terms, my lady. You’ll find I’m easier to deal with than your neighbors, I think.”

“I doubt that,” said Daphne. “But I’ll hear your terms.”

“The Shattered Sea is now a land of magic,” continued Hastafel. “There can be no mundane rulers here anymore.”

Sairis had to move the chair in order to get to the other half of the mirror. The process made an anticlimactic scraping sound across the floor. Hastafel was forced to stop and wait until Sairis had repositioned himself. Sairis was darkly amused to hear a hint of petty irritation in Hastafel’s voice when he spoke again. “Every kingdom of the Shattered Sea will be ruled by magicians of one stripe or another. I have power and skill, and I can hold 
 your land against others who will try to take it. If you submit, your cities will stand and your people will live.”

Sairis hopped down from the chair and connected the top runes to a spot at the bottom with a line down the wall. Thump, scrape.
 Hastafel’s eyes jerked to Sairis in annoyance and then back to Daphne.

“I will take your magicians and train them for my armies. I will take your young men and do the same. I will take any of your women I fancy. In the end, this will be no different from the rule of the average mundane monarch. The difference is that I will win. I will hold your borders, and you will have peace. You will rule as my governor, and you need fear nothing under my protection. What do you say, Queen Daphne?”

Sairis worked his way along the bottom, crouching, writing fast.

“I say no,” said Daphne. “Anything else?”

Hastafel didn’t seem surprised by her answer. His voice dropped to a dangerous purr. “Very well. Prince Roland, I hope you’ve told your sister what she can expect when I take your city. My men will have their day of blood, well-earned, I think. Your ghosts will power my war machines. And I will leave Chireese a smoking ruin, populated only by rats and starving orphans. From your countryside, I will recruit new armies. I doubt your peasants love you as much as you imagine, nor will they miss you as much as you think.”

Sairis had almost circled the mirror now. Don’t look at him. Don’t engage.
 When he’d drawn the last rune, Sairis paused. He 
 would need one mark on the mirror itself to finish the ward. With a grimace, he stood up and faced the glass.

He wasn’t surprised to find himself nose to nose with Hastafel’s wolf. Its breath fogged the opposite side of the mirror. The runes on its silver collar were almost close enough to read. They’re not really here.
 Sairis thought of Karkaroth, chiding him for being afraid to go into the cellar. “Some things can hurt you, boy, and some things can’t. Knowing the difference is half of being a wizard.”


Sairis’s spelled chalk touched the glass.

And sank through it.

Sairis’s heart gave a squeeze as he raised his eyes to the wolf. Its breath moved hot and moist over Sairis’s cheek. He’s not scrying. This is a gate.




Chapter 11. The Best They Could Do


Roland’s hand itched for a sword as he listened to Hastafel’s sneering threats. Roland knew that fighting a sorcerer holding a magic sword was foolish, that he’d been lucky to escape last time. But I almost won
 .


He could see the chip near the handle of Hastafel’s blade from here. It’s a glass sword, for gods’ sakes. It ought to shatter! It almost did.


Would he respond to a challenge to duel? Would Daphne allow it?

He couldn’t bear to stand here unmoving for much longer. The frank pleasure in Hastafel’s voice as he described the slaughter of an entire city made Roland want to punch him in the throat.

And then something changed. Roland sensed it a fraction of a second before he saw Sairis reel back from the mirror. The wolf leaned forward...into the room.

Several things happened at once. The two palace guards closed ranks in front of the queen. The wolf dissolved into red smoke, rolling upward into the form of a towering knight in blood-red armor. The knight snatched the sword from Hastafel’s open hands and lunged into the strategy room. Daphne was already shouting for more guards and Roland added his bellow. The guards moved Daphne forcibly into a corner, and Roland joined ranks with them.

However, the wolf-knight did not go for Daphne. He followed Sairis, who was backing swiftly across the floor. Sairis threw something at him—a ball of light that dripped, sizzling, down his armor, and then burst into flame. But the red knight ignored the fire. He caught Sairis as he reached the far wall and drove his sword straight through the smaller man’s abdomen to sink with a horrible thunk
 into the wood paneling behind him.

*  *  *  
 *

If someone had asked Sairis what it would feel like to be run through with a sword, he would have said, “Very sharp.”

But when it actually happened, it felt more like blunt impact, a bone-jarring shock, as though a horse had kicked him.

Then...weakness. Blood seeping through his clothes. Oh, gods.


He’d wasted too much energy on that fireball. He’d panicked. At least he had the satisfaction of seeing the wolf dissolve back into its animal form, belatedly realizing that necromantic fire could burn through magic as well as matter. The animal rolled wildly on the carpet.

And now the carpet was aflame, too.

Fuck.


There is a sword in my stomach.
 Sairis stared in fascination at the runes etched into the blade. Obsidian...spelled stone...as good as spelled steel, I suppose. Maybe better.


It was becoming hard to breathe.

Got to...do something.

Sairis gritted his teeth and tried to pull away from the wall. And now it hurt. Holy hells, did it hurt. His vision blurred. The sword hadn’t moved, and neither had his body. Sairis tried to reach the hilt and couldn’t. He wrapped his hands around the blade, careless of its edge, and tried to pull. He only succeeded in slicing open his palms. More blood. Fuck, fuck, fuck.


Sairis looked up to see that Hastafel’s warriors were attacking the guards around the queen and Roland. The wolf demon had returned to its master on the other side of the gate. Its essence had probably been damaged. It would recover quickly 
 with a whole army to feed upon, but at least, for the moment, it was out of the fight. Unfortunately, the fire that had injured it was spreading on the rug.

Hastafel did not seem overly concerned about his demon. He watched Sairis coolly, pinned like a butterfly.

“Are you the best they could do?”

Fury lit Sairis’s brain and dispelled the fog of pain and panic. He slid an unsteady hand into the pocket of his coat and touched something cool and smooth. The shard.
 The wards upon the sword were clearly still intact, but the shard was a discordant jumble of incomplete spell-work.

Hastafel’s voice chimed out, “You’re Karkaroth’s fetch-and-carry boy, aren’t you? That’s where I’ve seen such an aura before. Is the old goat finally dead? I can’t imagine that he would have sent anyone to help the Malconwys.”

Sairis could feel the River now, pulling at him—familiar as an old friend. “Come away,”
 it seemed to whisper. Sairis forced himself to focus on Hastafel’s sneer. Inside his pocket, his bloody finger inscribed a circle on the obsidian fragment.

“You do die hard, don’t you?” murmured Hastafel. “They say necromancers are bad at dying. You’re hardly more than a baby necromancer, though.”

“You know nothing about necromancy,” breathed Sairis. He could taste blood. He wasn’t sure the words would even reach Hastafel, but the sorcerer’s smile broadened.

“You should have come to me,” said Hastafel. “I could have freed you from that crumbling tower and given you real power. Instead you’ll die here, defending people who hate you.
 ”

“Are you the best they could do?”

Sairis’s finger traced runes. “You know nothing about necromancy,” he repeated, “so maybe you shouldn’t meddle with ghosts.”

Hastafel actually looked interested now. He leaned forward. “You heard about my golems? Care to tell me what you think of them? I’m guessing you have about a minute.”

Sairis didn’t think he had that long. He raised the shard from his pocket. “I think you’re making them with this sword. I definitely think you shouldn’t put such a lot of yourself into it. What did you use? Your own blood? Your name?”

Hastafel’s smile evaporated just as Sairis spoke the word to activate the world’s smallest summoning circle. Even a baby necromancer can call the River, you patronizing prick.


And even a baby necromancer could loose the ghosts tethered to this bit of stone and send them down a blood trail.

Hastafel did what Sairis had expected. He closed the gate. He and his smoking wolf vanished from the mirror. Sairis and the Malconwys were left with ordinary soldiers in a room full of old paper and necromantic fire.



Chapter 12. Pinned


Hastafel and the wolf vanished. Sairis had driven them away. Roland understood that much. In addition, more palace troops had arrived in response to Daphne’s summons. Roland knew, logically, that it had only been a minute or two since the fight started, but it felt longer.

With the arrival of reinforcements, he was able to disengage from the group around Daphne and reach Sairis. The little man’s face looked gray, thrown back against the wall, eyes shut. He was gripping the sword with hands that had been cut to ribbons. His glasses were speckled with blood. So were his lips.

Roland felt numb. Sairis opened his eyes, saw Roland, and grabbed for him desperately. Roland realized that Sairis was struggling to remain upright. When his knees buckled, the sword was going to slide up his body, literally cutting him in half.

Roland stepped forward without thinking, and suddenly Sairis was in his arms. Roland held him up, warm blood seeping between them, the sword an unyielding pressure against Roland’s hip. Sairis’s arms locked around Roland’s neck as he sagged. He whispered against Roland’s ear, “Spelled stone. I can’t...can’t...
 ”

“I’m sorry,” choked Roland. I’m sorry I was afraid to touch you. I’m sorry that this is the only way I’ll ever hold you. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you. I’m sorry, sorry, sorry...


“Get it out,” breathed Sairis.

Roland had done this before. Sairis’s slender body reminded him of boys he’d trained. A few of them never made it past their first battles. Roland had held bloody hands before. He’d held them in his arms before. “Please, Captain, please...”


And sometimes it wasn’t new recruits. Sometimes it was old friends.

Roland was sobbing. He was on a misty mountainside. The clang of swords echoed all around him, the shouts of command, the screaming of horses. “Marcus, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

His hand closed on the hilt of the sword. He pulled, but it wouldn’t come loose.

Sairis was deadweight in his arms. He coughed and sprayed blood against Roland’s neck. “Get it out.”

He would die when Roland did that. People bled more quickly once you removed something like a sword from their abdomens. But the pain would stop. Roland got a good grip and jerked hard.

The sword came loose from the wall and slid out of Sairis’s body, along with another gush of blood. His head dropped heavily onto Roland’s shoulder, his glasses pressing against the side of Roland’s neck. Sairis’s trembling arms went slack.

Roland dropped the sword and wrapped both arms around Sairis. He crouched. Gently, he laid Sairis on the floor. Roland touched his pale cheek, ran his fingers along his jaw exactly as 
 he had last night. As he’d wanted to do again. “I would never have put a collar on you and cut your fingers off,” he whispered.

Then Roland stood up and snarled at the world through his tears. He raised the sword, still slick with Sairis’s blood, and jumped into the fight.

*  *  *  *

Sairis sat on the banks of the Styx. It was peaceful here. It was home.

The twilight wood stretched all around him, quiet, but for the sigh of the River. The water was not wet. It ran dry as sand over Sairis’s feet.

He realized he was naked. Or not quite naked, but not quite clothed, either. When he looked down, his body was an indistinct shimmer. I’m not spirit-walking. My ghost is really here.


Other shimmers flickered past. A few were fighting the current, but most shot downstream with purpose. Sairis could feel the River’s hypnotic pull. It was difficult to look away from the water.

He looked anyhow.

Upstream lay Faerie. The River turned into the Lethe in that direction. It was a place of forgetting, a place to lose yourself forever and perhaps to be reborn again as something else.

Downstream lay Death. No living person could pass those gates, no matter how loosely tethered to life. What lay beyond was the great mystery. The last adventure. Or maybe the first. Maybe the only true adventure.

And then there was the forest—the place between. Sairis was surprised to see what looked like a stone tower a little 
 distance away between the trees. What on earth is that?
 His curiosity flared, swallowed immediately by the tug of the River.

“They say necromancers are bad at dying.”

Sairis laughed. I might manage it this time.


A man stumbled out of the trees—a ghost. His shape was indistinct, but Sairis thought his aura looked familiar. One of the guards from the strategy room.
 He plunged into the River and turned into a silver streak, heading downstream.

Sairis felt a jolt and shivered. Karkaroth’s voice from long ago: “Power comes from phase transition, Sairis. Just like any form of energy. You can turn a log into ash and use the heat to cook your dinner. You don’t need magic to do that. There is no greater transition than the one from life into death.”


Another ghost stumbled out of the woods, another guard. Two ghosts that Sairis thought were Hastafel’s warriors followed, then more. Sairis couldn’t tell what side they were on, now, only that there were a lot of them.

He remembered the number of mirrors in the palace. If Hastafel had a way into one mirror, why not others?


*  *  *  *

Roland was halfway down the hall with Daphne and four surviving guards before he realized the true gravity of their situation. He caught the tramp of feet on the stairs moments before another wave of soldiers burst into view. They weren’t wearing colors of any kind, and that was telling. One of them raised a crossbow and let loose a lucky shot that caught the guard beside Roland in the face
 .

The man went down with an agonized choking sound. Daphne, who’d kept an admirable composure throughout the fight, screamed. The remaining guards looked like they wanted to scream, too. Their leader was dead and their chain of command unclear. They were not hardened military veterans, just palace guards accustomed to dealing with civilians. Hastafel’s troops were coming straight from the pass, thanks to whatever devilry he was using.

“Fall back to the strategy room!” barked Roland. “Barricade the door, put out the fire, and wait for reinforcements.”

It was the best plan under the circumstances, but easier said than done. The fire had caught on the map wall, blossoming in a bright rush each time it encountered an oil lamp. It was licking up the dry wood and paper with a startling degree of heat and a hungry popping sound. His men—they were
 his men now—had no sooner barred the door than something hit it from the far side with a sound like an axe.


Gods damn it!
 The room was tremendously hot, the smoke growing thicker.

Roland cursed the caution that had made his ancestors forego windows here. He wondered if the whole castle was being overrun, if the entire army from Mount Cairn was emptying into the halls of his family home. Perhaps they were stepping out of mirrors all over town—every reflective surface, from the smoky glass of the Tipsy Knave to the polished sheen of the university dean’s office door. Hastafel gave us his terms, and we rejected them. Now his threats are coming true
 .


The door buckled, then collapsed. It really was an axe that Roland had heard. The man holding it was dressed in furs and leather—definitely not clothes for lowland Mistala. He roared at Roland, his face lit with an unearthly glare of firelight. Soldiers poured in behind him. The crossbow twanged again, and another of Roland’s men went down. Roland backed up with the two remaining guards, Daphne behind them, as more of Hastafel’s troops pushed into the room.


This is the part where you demand that we yield,
 thought Roland, but nobody suggested any such thing. They haven’t come to kidnap a queen. They’ve come to kill her.


Roland caught a movement on the floor. A sprawled body twitched. Then, in one strangely fluid movement, it stood up.

For just an instant, Roland’s mind could not process this. The body was a Mistalan guard with half his head missing. There was no possibility that he was alive. Then another stood up. And another.

The Zolsestrian troops pulled a little closer together. They did not break, but they did pause. Roland risked a glance at the wall to his right.

Sairis was standing. He was gripping the refreshment table for support, swaying a little. The entire front of his shirt was a mess of blood and gore. His skin looked ashen. His eyes were like holes into hell.

One of the attacking soldiers whispered, “Witch.”

Sairis raised his hand and the corpses moved, stumbling towards the Zolsestrians. They did not try to pick up weapons. Roland remembered dead hands reaching for him. He 
 remembered the way they clenched in clothes or flesh or fur, the way they never let go. He wanted to run.

A beam from the ceiling collapsed, and the room was suddenly full of smoke and flying sparks. Men were shouting, screaming. It was impossible to see what was happening. Roland coughed uncontrollably.

“Roland!” It was Daphne, grabbing his arm from behind. “Roland, down! Now!” She dragged him to the floor. The smoke was a little thinner here. She thrust a napkin into his hand, soaked with what smelled like tea. Roland held it over his nose and mouth, and that helped a little. A body landed beside them—a Zolsestrian soldier with the hands of a corpse locked around his neck. The living man was red and struggling, the dead man pale and calm. Roland felt frozen with horror.

Daphne was tearing at the rug. She shouted into Roland’s ear. “Help me pull this back! There’s a way out!”

They managed to fling back part of the rug without scalding themselves. Daphne flipped a catch and Roland understood. A trap door.
 There was an entire system of secret passages in the palace. Roland knew about some of them, but he had not known of this one.

Part of the roof collapsed in a roar just as Daphne dragged Roland through the trapdoor and down the steps. “Shut it!” she barked, but Roland hesitated, staring through the slit at the burning strategy room. The smoke was so thick he could see nothing. “Sairis!”

Roland felt Daphne hesitate. She let him call one more time. “Sairis!
 ”

Then she gave a hard jerk on his hand. “Now, Roland. Shut it. That is an order from your queen.”



Chapter 13. Betrayed


Roland wasn’t sure how long they walked in the dark, hand in hand, like children. Daphne moved with intention, and Roland let himself be six years old again, exploring the crypts with his big sister, utterly confident in her sense of direction. He didn’t realize he’d been making a noise until she said, “Roland, please, I’m trying to think.”

He licked his lips and tasted salt.

“I should have brought you home when Marcus died.”


Where did that come from?
 His voice came out rough, and he had to clear it. “That was Father’s call.”

Daphne sighed. “I should have insisted.”

Roland wasn’t sure what they were really talking about. “That was when Uncle Jessup put me in charge of the Rim Fort. I knew the land by then; they needed me.”

Daphne said nothing. She stopped walking and they stood still in the darkness. “Gods.” Roland heard the shudder in her voice. “Be still a moment. I need to think.” He was sure she was 
 wondering the same things he had. Were they already overrun? Was the whole palace on fire? Were all their guests dead? Was the city taken?

Moments ticked by and Roland did not intrude upon her thoughts. He could still feel the wiry press of Sairis’s glasses against his cheek, the prickle of his short beard, the warmth of his breath.

Was he even alive at the end? When he stood up, was that...?

Some said that practicing necromancers were never alive—that they traded their vital spark for power over death. But that’s not true. He was alive. I know, because I felt him die. He died in my arms, just like...


Daphne hugged him. She spoke softly. “It is hard to listen to you cry, little brother.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to.”

“Did you know him? Sairis?”

Roland went rigid. He wished his sister were a little less perceptive.

“There was something between the two of you. At first I thought you just didn’t want to work with Karkaroth’s apprentice, but it was more than that. Had you met before?”

Roland swallowed. “I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

Daphne gave him a squeeze. “Alright.”

She stepped away from him. Roland heard her straightening her clothes in the darkness. “This is what I’m thinking: if the city is taken, our only hope is to get out undetected. We could join Uncle Jessup in the pass or reach a border garrison.
 ”

“We’d need a lot of luck,” said Roland, “but we might make it.”

“Yes. However, I have a hunch, Roland. I don’t think the city has fallen. I think...” He could almost hear her chewing her lip, choosing her words carefully. “I think the attack was a fairly straightforward assassination attempt. I think we were betrayed.”

Roland considered.

“Sairis was telling me about the mirrors when you came in,” she said. “He didn’t think Hastafel could have created a portal. A gate, he called it. He said the mirror had to be magically prepared on our end for that to happen.”

Roland sucked in his breath. “Someone on our side prepared the mirrors?”

“Yes,” said Daphne. “And I doubt they prepared mirrors all over town. Probably not even all over the palace. Roland, did anyone see you come back up to the strategy room?”

Roland shut his eyes. His journey back up the stairs seemed like ancient history, although it must have been less than an hour ago. “I don’t know, Daph.”

“I only ask because if I die...”

“Oh, gods.” Roland rubbed at his face. “Surely someone would not have conspired with Hastafel just to put me on the throne.” He hesitated. “Although Uncle Winthrop did tell me that I’d make a great ruler. I thought that was an odd thing for him to say. But betray us to Hastafel?”

“It seems unlikely,” agreed Daphne
 .

“Uncle Mani thought we should ask for terms,” said Daphne in a flat voice.

Roland recoiled.

“He pointed out that we have a long history of hostility with our neighbors, but not with Hastafel. He thought we should trust the sorcerer before Lamont and especially before Falcosta.”

Roland grimaced. “Did you point out that Hastafel’s subjects are fed upon by his demons? And that the university magicians think Hastafel himself may be possessed?”

“I did. Uncle Mani said we don’t know what any of that actually means. I said that by the time we find out, it’ll be too late to go back.”

Roland shook his head. “Even if he disagrees with you, surely, Uncle Mani wouldn’t...”

“Surely,” agreed Daphne. “But speaking of Falcosta, it seems infinitely possible that Norres would sell us in exchange for better terms, especially if he thinks Hastafel’s victory is inevitable.”

“Norres was certainly the most unlikeable person at that conference,” said Roland. “But I don’t think you should discount the possibility that Anton could have done the same thing. Lamont is more directly in Hastafel’s path of conquest along the Shattered Sea.”

“It wasn’t Anton,” said Daphne firmly.

Roland gave a long-suffering sigh. “You seem awfully attached for someone who’s met him twice.”

“We’ve exchanged many letters.
 ”

“And no one has ever been betrayed by a correspondent.”

Roland could hear the smile in Daphne’s voice. “He raises short-tailed cats and plays the lute.”

“You’re right. His loyalty is unassailable.”

“He wrote me a song,” said Daphne sweetly.

Roland snorted a laugh. “Dear gods, this is serious. You do realize that he closely resembles a stork when he removes his wig?”

“You do realize that Sairis closely resembles a ferret?”

Silence.

“I’m sorry, Roland, I shouldn’t have said that.”

Silence.

“I doubt he’s dead.”

“He is dead, Daph.”

“Roland, he was on his feet. He was closer to the door than we were. And they say necromancers are hard to kill. Do you know how hard Father tried to kill Karkaroth—?”

“Daphne, please!” Roland hadn’t meant to shout. He flinched, wondering how close they might be to other people beyond the passage wall. “He had a sword through him. And besides...” Besides, he died in my arms, and I’m familiar with the sensation.
 Aloud he managed, “If by some miracle he staggered out of the smoke, who do you think will be blamed for betraying us with magic?”

Daphne reached out and took Roland’s hand.

“Anyway, he didn’t,” continued Roland. “He died, because that is what people do when they are run through with a sword. I’m a godsdamned expert on the phenomenon.
 ”

Daphne spoke gently. “What I was trying to say about Anton is that he’s...in a difficult position at home. I don’t feel at liberty to discuss the specifics, but I have reason to believe he would not burn bridges. When he says he wants to rule our kingdoms jointly, he means it. He needs some help, and it’s unusual for a prince to meet a woman who could be his partner in statecraft. He has trusted me a great deal to share the things he’s shared.”

Roland listened in surprised silence.

“I would stake my life on the fact that he wouldn’t harm me,” finished Daphne.

“Well, we may end up doing just that. Is Anton the person you want to contact? Shall we hide with his people until we figure out who betrayed us?”

Daphne paced up and down the dark passage. “It would be better if we could get our bearings first. Roland, do you know of anywhere we could go? You sneak around a lot. Or you used to. You were out somewhere last night. Do you know of a place that couldn’t be traced to either of us? Somewhere that would take us in without asking questions?”

Roland hesitated. “I...might know of a place.”



Chapter 14. November


November Mackentier was not the sort of person whom most would have identified as the proprietor of a gentlemen’s club. She was in her mid-thirties, about ten years older than Roland. The first time he’d met her, she’d been dancing on stage with a couple of young men, and he’d mistaken her for one of them.

The story went that November had been ejected from the home of her merchant father in Kotos after she’d been caught in bed with the nanny—a young woman no older than herself. November was the offspring of an earlier, failed marriage, and her father wished to please his new wife by making her children his sole heirs. The seduction of the nanny had created an easy excuse.

November had been cast into the streets with nothing but the clothes on her back. She’d quickly learned that dressing like a boy kept her safer. Like many young people in similar situations, she’d turned to prostitution to survive, but she found the attentions of men like Roland more tolerable than those of the average whore-seeker. Trouble was, she was often ejected from their favorite haunts when her true sex became known.

Toby Mackentier of the Tipsy Knave saw things differently. He offered November a job—first waiting tables, then making drinks, then keeping the books. Toby was not a pimp. If November 
 wanted to dance on the tables and flirt with the patrons, that was her affair. If she wanted to blow them in a backroom, that was her affair, too, whether money changed hands or not. Anyone who got angry that she didn’t have the right parts under her trousers would soon find himself outside on the pavement.

By the time Roland met November, a scullery maid was known to be sharing her bed. She still danced on tables sometimes, and she still felt more comfortable in men’s clothes. She’d adopted Toby’s surname. A year after Roland left for the border, he’d heard that Toby had succumbed to a long illness and November had inherited the Knave.

They’d been friendly enough in the past, although Roland had always been afraid to get too personal with people from the Knave. He wasn’t sure whether November knew his true identity, and he didn’t know how she would react if he showed up at her doorstep in need.

She might turn him away. However, Roland was absolutely certain that November wouldn’t sell him out. People from his other life had each other’s backs. Even when they disagreed, even when they came from different social strata, even when they broke each other’s hearts, there was an honor code. The Tipsy Knave had sheltered men from raids and helped them get out of town ahead of a noose. November Mackentier knew how to keep a secret if anyone did.

Roland remembered the private entrance from the alley behind the tavern. He’d only been here a handful of times, but four years had changed the place little. The young man who 
 answered his knock looked at Roland and Daphne in confusion. “I need to speak to November,” said Roland. “Please. It’s urgent.”

A moment later, November appeared in the doorway, looking puzzled and suspicious. She stared at Roland and Daphne in their soot-stained finery. Roland’s wig had been the first thing to go in the fight, and his princely clothes had been sluiced with blood, which had dried in sheets of stiff, brown-black ichor. Daphne hardly looked any better. Her red and gold dress had been sprayed with blood, caught on fire, and extinguished with tea. They both had soot everywhere.

Their appearance, combined with the cover of darkness, had allowed them to make what Roland hoped was a clean escape through the secret exit in the stables. However, they needed to get indoors and out of these clothes as soon as possible.

“November, it’s Jack. I’ve been away fighting on the border. I used to come here all the time. Do you remember me?”

November squinted at him. She was wearing a white ruffled shirt and suspenders with green and gold trousers. She still wore her hair short, and she still had some of that androgynous beauty Roland remembered, although she hadn’t bothered to bind up her breasts this evening. She gave a slow nod, her eyes flicking between Roland and Daphne with the expression of a person performing threat-assessment.

Roland swallowed. “My sister and I need a place to stay for a few days. We’ll pay you handsomely. All you need to do is not ask questions and not tell anyone we’re here.”

November’s roving gaze fixed on Daphne. Her eyes returned to Roland’s face with something like fear. Roland wondered 
 what she was about to say. November could keep a secret, but delicate repartee had never been one of her strong suits.

“Alright. But...do I have to pretend not to know who you are?”

“No,” said Daphne. “Just let us in.”

*  *  *  *

An hour later, they were sitting at November’s kitchen table, the rumble of noise from the tavern clearly audible through the wall. November’s partner, a curvy dark-skinned woman named Hazel, had insisted on serving them dinner—a meat pie with savory sauce, warm and comforting after the long day.

Roland and Daphne had gratefully traded their destroyed finery for clothes from the club’s spare linens. The Tipsy Knave acquired a startling number of discarded garments that were never claimed. Fortunately, Daphne was not opposed to wearing a man’s shirt and trousers.

In spite of her initial statement, November hadn’t let slip a single “Your Grace” or “my lady” since they’d stepped through her door. She hadn’t asked for explanations or assurances or even specifics regarding money. Daphne and Roland’s clothes were the most damning evidence of their identity, and November invited Roland to drop them into the burn-barrel himself and light it on fire, speeding the process with a little oil. Her message couldn’t be clearer: “I want no evidence to hold over your heads.”

Roland hadn’t been sure how his queen sister would react to being provided with a bed in the kind of room that could be rented by the hour. However, she didn’t say anything except “Thank you.” The small room had a good lock and an extra 
 deadbolt. November had calmly shown Daphne the secret space behind the back wall of the closet, where a person might hide “in an emergency.” Roland noted with relief that the room contained no mirrors.

“Do you want another bed in here?” November had asked.

Roland and Daphne had glanced at each other. “Are you so frightened of whatever you’re running from that you need to sleep in the same room?”


“That’s not necessary,” said Daphne.

“An adjoining room if you have one,” said Roland.

They had each shut the doors of their respective rooms and gratefully scrubbed the blood, soot, and sweat from their bodies in basins of water. Now they were eating a homey meal around a lamp-lit table. The sounds from the tavern were uncouth, but at least they covered the awkward silence. “We don’t usually go to bed until about three in the morning,” said Hazel. “I’m sorry about the noise.”

Daphne nodded. She took a deep breath. “Have you heard any news today?”

November and Hazel glanced at each other. “There was a fire in the palace,” said Hazel carefully.

“There’s a rumor that the queen was killed,” said November with her characteristic bluntness. “But no bells. No official word.”

“They’re saying it was the necromancer, Karkaroth,” continued Hazel, “that Her Grace invited his apprentice to the palace to parley and he attacked her. When guards tried to intervene, he set a room on fire.
 ”

Roland scowled into his meat pie. “Did they catch him?”

November shook her head. “The rumor is that he died in the fire.”

“And that’s all?” pressed Daphne. “There’s no word of...of enemy troops in the city?”

November and Hazel looked startled. “No.”

Daphne let out a long breath. “Thank you. Both of you. I am quite conscious of the strange position I’ve placed you in.”

November looked at her sidelong. “What would you like to be called?”

Daphne’s mouth twitched up. “When I was a child, my parents called me Fifi.”

Hazel tried not to laugh and failed. November was biting her lip and shaking. Roland wanted to laugh, too, but he felt heavy inside. He thought that Daphne was about to make friends with November and Hazel. She would sit at their kitchen table and talk to them until they thought of her as a human being—a leader, certainly, but a leader whom they liked and admired, a person whose team they wanted to be on. Daphne excelled at this aspect of her job.

Roland wanted to help her—to have a glass of ale with his sister in a place that had always been special to him. But he just...couldn’t. He glanced at the clock on the wall. 6:55.

And suddenly he knew what he had to do. “I’m going upstairs,” he announced. “Just for a little bit. I need to... I just need to. Is that alright?”

The three women looked startled, but Daphne nodded and November said, “Do you know the way?
 ”

Roland had rarely been this deep in the Knave’s private rooms. “Is there an entrance that doesn’t come out behind the bar?” I don’t want to explain myself to anyone.


November nodded. “I’ll give you a key to the side door. Fair warning: the entertainment this evening is wrestling. It’s a rowdy crowd.”

“I understand,” said Roland.



Chapter 15. Second Date


November hadn’t exaggerated the state of the Tipsy Knave this evening. The floor had been cleared of tables and roped off for wrestling matches. It was all friendly sport between opponents who would shake each other’s hands afterward, but people still got very excited. There was something profoundly erotic about the sight of scantily-clad male bodies straining against each other in a contorted struggle for dominance. Participating was quite a charge, too, especially if you fancied getting your hands all over the other fellow.

On a different evening, Roland would have watched and perhaps joined in, but tonight he threaded his way between shouting, cheering men without really seeing them. Roland was 
 going to keep his date with Sairis. He was going to sit at the bar alone and drink a glass to the friend he’d almost had. Perhaps he would even pour out a libation, as in the old stories. It was the only monument Sairis was likely to have. He was being painted as a villain at this very moment and would perhaps be remembered as such.

You will have one mourner, Sair. I hope it gives your ghost some peace.

The crowd was so thick that Roland had almost reached the corner seats when he saw that someone was already sitting there—a man all-but swallowed by a coat too big for him. He was leaning forward on the bar with his head in his hands, to all appearances very drunk. Roland considered finding another seat.

And then he caught the silver glint of spectacles.

Roland stumbled the last few paces to the bar and put out a hand to steady himself. His knees felt weak. He was sweating. He opened his mouth to say something, but no sound came out.

Sairis raised his head. Roland thought he looked surprised—as though he hadn’t expected Roland to come any more than Roland had expected to find him here.

Seconds ticked by and neither of them moved. Roland had had so many things to say about
 Sairis a moment before, but he suddenly had no idea what to say to
 him. It felt as though they’d skipped several vital conversations, and now there was nowhere to begin.

At last, he just took the stool where he’d sat yesterday evening and ordered an ale “and a glass of water for my friend.
 ”

The bartender looked at Sairis doubtfully, as if to say, “Water’s a nice thought, but he looks like he needs to go home.”

Roland thought about adding, “Don’t worry, that’s not drink, just blood loss. All the blood in his body, actually.”

In the end, the bartender said nothing.

Sairis sighed heavily as the man moved away. “Care to read my palm, Roland?”

Roland winced. The last he’d seen of Sairis’s palms, they’d been cut to the bone by Hastafel’s sword. “I thought you were dead,” he whispered.

“I wouldn’t have laid odds on you, either.”

Roland wanted to say, Then why did you come?
 But he was afraid Sairis would ask the same question, and Roland wasn’t sure he could answer without embarrassing himself. Instead, he said, “Should you be walking around?”

Sairis gave a laugh that ended with a painful shudder and a hand clenched around his ribs. “Do I look like one of my own creations? No, don’t answer that.”


You look like you need a doctor and about forty-eight hours of sleep.
 Considering Sairis had had a sword through him recently, Roland supposed this was doing pretty well.

Their drinks arrived. Sairis sipped at his water carefully, like a person uncertain of whether he might vomit. Roland was becoming more and more convinced that Sairis should be in bed, that he would
 be in bed if he had any choice. But he’s not going to say, “I need help.”


“Do you have somewhere to stay?” ventured Roland
 .

Sairis didn’t answer the question. “I would not have let you kiss me if I had known who you were. You may choose not to believe that, but I really was just...exploring...when you ran into me here.”

“I believe you,” said Roland. “Where are you staying? Can I walk you there?”

Sairis looked at him doubtfully.


And I certainly won’t beat you to death in an alley,
 thought Roland, although when one says something like that aloud, it doesn’t sound reassuring.


Roland tried to think of what he could say that Sairis would believe. He settled on unvarnished truth. “When I met you, I wondered what you did for a living. I thought you must be good at it. The phrase ‘terrifyingly competent’ came to mind.”

Sairis started to laugh and then covered his mouth to stifle a cough.

“I could have amended that to plain terrifying,” finished Roland.

Sairis brought his hand away from his mouth, bright red blood on his fingers. He shut his eyes and whispered, “Roland, I am so weak right now, you wouldn’t need a mage collar to take me to the border.”

Roland wanted to gather him up at once and take him downstairs. He forced himself to use words. “I was shocked when I realized who you were. I won’t deny it. I was knocked flat for a moment. And I’d be lying if I didn’t say you still scare the hell out of me, but you saved our lives. You may have saved the kingdom. Please let me help you.
 ”

Sairis licked his lips. “Is the qu—” His eyes darted to either side. The noise in the tavern gave their conversation anonymity, but Roland still appreciated his caution. “Is your sister alright?”

“She’s fine. We escaped through the secret passages, and we’re staying in rooms here until we figure out who betrayed us to Hastafel.”

Sairis blinked at him. “You are...?”

“Yes,” said Roland impatiently. “So, I’ll ask again: do you have lodgings nearby?”

Sairis looked like he was trying to make a hard decision through a haze of pain and exhaustion. At last, he said, “The wards I placed on the inn room where I was staying have been breached. I daren’t go back there.”


And you’ve got no money and no transportation,
 guessed Roland. He wondered suddenly how Sairis had reached the city. Do you even have a horse? Did you walk?


Sairis was looking at the bar as though he thought he might have made a miscalculation, as though he couldn’t bring himself to look Roland in the face.

Roland stood up. He spoke close to Sairis’s ear. “You don’t owe me or Daphne a damned thing, but please let me get you a bed here. I know the proprietor. It’s no trouble. Please.”

Sairis swallowed and finally nodded.

“Can you walk?”

Another nod. “Slowly.”

They started through the press of bodies. The wrestling match was in full swing, with one panting, straining man pinning another in a highly suggestive pose on the mat. Patrons 
 were standing on chairs, jumping up and down, screaming with excitement. Someone’s elbow caught Sairis a knock in the side of the head. He staggered, and Roland put an arm around him. Roland glanced at the fabric of the coat he was gripping—cured leather, probably goat hide, fur-side in. This was something from one of Hastafel’s troops.


Sairis regained his balance, but Roland didn’t let go of him. He leaned close to Sairis’s ear and spoke in a cheerful bellow, “I’d carry you, but some gallant soul would probably come to your rescue. You’re obviously too drunk to consent.”

Sairis gave a jittery spasm of laughter.

They finally made it to the side door. Roland unlocked it, and they stepped through into a stairwell. The sound of the tavern dropped to a dull roar as Roland closed and locked the door. Sairis leaned against the wall, still gasping. “Gods, it hurts to laugh.”

Roland smiled. Sairis was still dead-pale, but that grin had transformed his face, just for a moment. Roland continued airily, “It’s a chivalrous place, the Tipsy Knave. A man too drunk to stand is too drunk to be carried into a back room.”

Sairis tipped his head against the wall and shut his eyes. “I’m not usually on the receiving end of knightly chivalry. Usually, it’s knightly swords.”

“I could make another sex joke,” said Roland.

“Please don’t. If I laugh again, I may die.” Sairis dragged himself away from the wall and studied the stairs as if they were a lake of fire he needed to cross. Roland offered an arm, but Sairis grabbed onto the banister instead and started down
 .

Roland sighed. “I’ve been told all my life that it’s dangerous to let a necromancer touch you.”

“Sound advice,” said Sairis without taking his eyes off the stairs.

“I’m saying that my reaction when Daphne introduced us was reflexive. It was...someone else’s ideas. I do like to make up my own mind about things.”

Sairis stopped, swaying. “That’s...good...” And then Roland caught him as he collapsed in a dead faint.



Chapter 16. A Plan


Sairis woke to lamplight and a sense of emptiness, as though he’d been outside his body for a while. He couldn’t remember spirit-walking, couldn’t remember setting up a circle or drawing the runes. His mouth felt as dry as the Styx. He turned towards the light, blinking and trying to make sense of his surroundings. He wasn’t wearing his spectacles. A figure came towards him, indistinct.

“Sairis?” A woman’s voice. Familiar.

“Mmph?”

“You’re awake. Good. Would you like a drink?
 ”

“Yes,” croaked Sairis.

A cup of water in his hands. Sairis nearly choked on the first swallow.

“Slowly! There’s plenty more.”

He gulped because he couldn’t help it. His body was desperately dry.


Spectacles. Where are my spectacles?
 His hand shot out onto the bedside table, knocking over a glass. He was going to panic. He was
 panicking.

“Calm down! Is it your glasses? Here.”

Cool metal between his fingers, a rush of relief.

“I’ve got broth here, too. Sairis?” Her voice echoed in his head as he slipped back into the darkness.

*  *  *  *

The second time he woke, he was alone. Sairis sat up, groaning. He’d been holding his spectacles in both fists against his chest as a child might clutch a doll. The frames had bent a little. He took a moment to adjust them before sliding them onto his face.

He was in a small room with a closet, a dresser, and two beds. There were no windows. The table between the beds held a pitcher of water and a bowl of fragrant broth. It also held a cup, but Sairis didn’t bother with that. He lifted the pitcher and drank until there was nothing left. Then he drank the broth, too. Then he looked around again.

A few clothes lay across the other cot. They would have been far too big for Sairis. No prizes for guessing who those belong to.
 
 The door opened suddenly and Roland Malconwy stood there, his broad shoulders filling the frame. “You’re awake.”

Sairis screwed up his face. He felt as he imagined one must feel after a night of wild debauchery. Which didn’t seem fair, all things considered. “How long did I sleep?”

Roland came into the room and sat down on the other bed. “It’s about eleven o’clock in the morning. So...about sixteen hours.”

“Yesterday,” said Sairis blearily. “The mirror...Hastafel...” Meeting you in that stupid wig.
 “That all happened yesterday?”

“Yes.” Roland’s voice was too gentle, as though to a very sick person. “May I see your hands?”

“More palm reading?” asked Sairis dryly, but he held out his hands. Roland stared at the scars still visible. They’d been livid, puckered lines the night before. Now they looked as though they’d healed weeks ago. It would take them a few more days for the scars to fade entirely.

“That’s amazing,” whispered Roland. Sairis realized that Roland was about to reach out and take one of his hands, perhaps for a better look or perhaps...

Sairis shoved his hands back under the blankets. He spoke with irritation to cover his confusion. “Did you have your way with me after all? What did you do with my clothes?”

Roland sat back, studying him. “They were soaked with blood. The dry parts had holes singed into them from the fire. Your waistcoat and shirt had a slice through the middle. I put the contents of your pockets in the bedside drawer, but the rest...
 ”

Sairis yanked open the drawer and was relieved to see that nothing was missing. He peered down at the shirt he was wearing—something frilly in a shade of cheerful sunshine yellow.

“Your trousers might be salvageable,” continued Roland, “but I don’t think you’ll want the shirt and waistcoat back.”

Sairis considered the possible repercussions of borrowing his master’s best clothes and then destroying them. “Karkaroth is going to have something to say about that.”

“I would think he would have more to say about the hole in you!”
 exclaimed Roland. “Will it have healed? Like your hands?”

Sairis gave him a crooked smile. You’re not going to ask to see that one?
 “Yes.” He took an experimentally deep breath. “My insides, too. Mostly.” He coughed and flinched at the pain in torn muscles that were still knitting themselves back together. “Might take a few more days.”

An awkward silence settled between them. Sairis felt guilty for the way he’d jerked back from Roland’s hand. But he could still hear that chunk of obsidian plopping into the punch. And besides... Think about what you’re doing, Sair.


He did need to say something, though. “Thank you for pulling that sword out of me. It was spelled stone. I couldn’t heal around it.”

“That’s why you were cutting your hands up trying to get it out?”

Sairis nodded.

Roland started to say something else. Then a knock sounded on the door. “Roland?”

“Come in.
 ”

It was Daphne. “I heard voices,” she began, and then smiled when she saw Sairis sitting up.

“Good morning, Magus Sairis. I’m sure you had no idea when you agreed to come to my conference that it would be such a wild party.”

Sairis smiled. “Your Grace. Thank you for...ah...helping Roland scrape me off the floor last night.”

Daphne was wearing a man’s trousers, shirt, and waistcoat, her hair twisted into a bun on top of her head. She came into the room and sat beside Roland on the bed, letting the door swing shut behind her. “Are you well enough to talk about what happened?”

“Yes,” said Sairis. “It was my impression last night that your city had not been overrun with Zolsestrian warriors. Is that still the case?”

“It is,” said Daphne.

Sairis nodded. “I didn’t think he could have sent many people through such a gate, but obviously I am not infallible. I should have tested the mirrors right away to see whether they’d been tampered with on our side of the glass. It did not occur to me... I should have checked.”

“I wouldn’t have guessed such a thing, either,” said Daphne. “What would have been required to prepare the glass?”

Sairis sat up straighter in the bed, wincing at the way his stomach muscles pulled against the healing wound. “It takes a lot of magic to make a gate, Your Grace, and even more to make it stable. This was impossible before the Sundering. It is 
 new magic, and we are still learning. It could be that Hastafel has discovered techniques I’ve never heard of.”

“But,” persisted Daphne, “for those you have
 heard of?”

“Runes written in his own blood on both ends of the gate,” said Sairis at once. “That’s the easiest way. But I can’t imagine that Hastafel would trust anyone with his own blood. He’s never been in your palace, has he?”

“Not that I know of,” said Daphne.

“An accomplice, then,” said Sairis, “although I can’t say offhand how they did it.”

A long silence while they all considered the implications of this. At last, Daphne straightened and looked Sairis directly in the eyes. “Can
 Hastafel be defeated?”

“Yes,” he said at once. “The more powerful the magic, the easier it is to make a mistake. It doesn’t get any more powerful than a walking, talking astral demon. Hastafel is probably making mistakes right now.”

Sairis saw the relief on her face and hastened to add, “However, I am just an apprentice necromancer who’s been living in a tower for the better part of two decades. Your own court magicians have more resources than I do.”

Daphne gave a thin smile. “Sairis, the university magicians have a laundry list of things they cannot do. Sometimes I think it’s longer than the list of things they can.”


Sairis rolled his eyes. “No summoning demons, no spirit-walking, no interactions with Faerie, no binding of non-human entities, certainly no death magic.
 ”

Daphne cocked her head. “And you’ve done all those things?”


Every one of them punishable by death.
 Sairis wished that he were not having this conversation while lying in bed, wearing nothing but a ridiculous yellow shirt and a blanket. No one should have to think for his life without trousers!


When he said nothing Daphne continued in a gentler tone, “When I arrived here last night, the proprietor, Miss November, showed me a false wall at the back of my closet and a place to hide ‘in case of emergencies.’ The emergencies to which she referred were raids by my grandfather’s police and my father’s, too, at the beginning of his reign. She trusted me a great deal to show me that hiding place. Roland trusted me to bring me here.”

Sairis’s eyes flicked unwillingly to Roland, watching quietly at the other end of the bed.

“Many people have trusted me lately,” continued Daphne, “people my family persecuted—inverts, magicians, our own neighbors. But, frankly, my grandfather would have been just as appalled to see a woman on the throne of Mistala. You are in good company, Sairis.”

Sairis wanted to laugh. I’m two for the price of one.
 He cleared his throat. “What are you asking, Your Grace?”

“You have experience with all kinds of magic forbidden at the university. Not just death magic. Demons, faeries, this...what did you call it? Spirit-walking in the mirrors. You know about that, too?”

Sairis hesitated. “Yes.
 ”

Daphne stood up and paced around the room. “I am tired of running and hiding. I don’t want to scrape together the means to hold the pass through winter. I don’t want to shore up our defenses. I want to kill Hastafel. Or beat him so badly that he never shows his face here again, so that every sorcerer and necromancer and warlord on the Shattered Sea thinks twice about invading Mistala. We have been attacked in our own strategy room in the heart of our kingdom, and I am sick unto death of simply defending ourselves. I want to respond in kind. I believe that means magic. Can you or Karkaroth counter Hastafel’s sorcery?”

Sairis decided to take her at her word. “Certainly, if you care to make a large number of human sacrifices.”

He was impressed when Daphne didn’t even blink. “How large?”

Roland recoiled.

Before he could speak, she said, “I am asking questions, Roland. No one will die because I asked a question. Besides, we’re already making a large number of human sacrifices. They’re called battles.”

Sairis answered her question, “Depends on who they are and how you kill them. Ritual killing is more powerful. If I know names and have a piece of them—hair, nails, bones, blood—I can wring more magic out of them.” He was being harsh on purpose, and was relieved to see Daphne give a flicker of discomfort. “But,” continued Sairis, “magic isn’t a blunt force weapon. It’s a precision instrument. If you want to strike at Hastafel directly, the first step is to figure out how he gained access 
 to your palace. Gates usually go both ways. I need to have a look around that room. I might be able to retrace his line of attack or at least find something we could use against him.”

Daphne perked up. “That sounds promising. How soon can you leave?”

“The sooner the better if I want to find useful traces of Hastafel’s magic. I should be well enough by tonight.”

Daphne looked at him doubtfully. Sairis didn’t know whether to be insulted or grateful. Do I look that bad?


“Alright,” she said. “Roland can go with you. If you’re caught, he can speak for you.”

Sairis felt a twinge of alarm. “That won’t be necessary. I have a small cloaking charm. It’s how I escaped yesterday.”

“It makes you invisible?”

“No. Just...harder to see if a person isn’t specifically looking for me.”

Daphne shook her head. “Sairis, plenty of people will be ‘specifically’ looking for you. They think you killed me. They think you killed Roland.”

Sairis sighed. Of course they do.


“If Roland is with you,” continued Daphne, “and you are discovered, he can vouch that I am alive in a safe location. I would prefer to proceed in secret, but if you are discovered, I want you to get out alive.”

Sairis glanced at Roland, who was keeping very quiet. Not so anxious to hold my hand after the bit about human sacrifices?


Daphne seemed to take Roland’s acquiescence for granted. “Do you need any supplies?” she continued to Sairis
 .

He nodded. “I’ll make a list. I’d also like to begin warding a room so that I’ve got a safe place to work.”

Daphne crossed her arms, thinking. “I’m going to send a few letters with you. It won’t do for everyone in the palace to actually think I’m dead.” She hesitated. “Should we send a letter to your master as well?”

Sairis didn’t quite meet her eyes. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”



Chapter 17. Professionals


“Ritualistic killing is more powerful. If I know names and have a piece of them—hair, nails, bones, blood—I can wring more magic out of them.”

Something inside Roland had frozen on those words. Sairis had sounded so clinical—as though he were talking about things
 and not people. I don’t know him at all. I should stop behaving as though I do. He might be a thoroughly bad person.


Roland remembered that bloodless stare the first time they’d met and again in the strategy room. At the same time, he remembered hesitant fingers, a warm mouth, the fleeting expression of hurt when Roland had dropped the obsidian shard 
 into the punch. He remembered the deadweight of Sairis’s body, his voice, desperate and thick against Roland’s ear. I kissed you and then you died in my arms. You came back here to find me. You trusted me when you clearly trust very few people. How can I not feel things for you? But maybe I shouldn’t.


Roland wasn’t often conflicted. He wasn’t often confused. He felt both now. When Daphne left, he said nothing, waiting to see what Sairis would do.

The other man sat for a moment as though gathering his thoughts. At last, he said, “Are we sharing this room?”

Roland nodded. “We’ve invited ourselves here. They have a limited number of rooms. It seemed polite not to take up too many.”

Sairis massaged the bridge of his nose. “I meant what I said earlier.”

Sairis had said a lot of things earlier. Roland waited for him to elaborate.

“I would not have let you kiss me if I’d known who you were.”

Roland felt a trace of annoyance. “Just for the record, the sentiment is mutual.”

Sairis didn’t look offended. He looked relieved. “Good. Can we just...start over? Working together as professionals?”

Roland relaxed. “Yes, I think we can do that.”

Some of the tension left Sairis’s shoulders and he finally looked Roland in the eyes. “You professionally kill things, and I professionally make them walk.
 ”

Roland laughed in spite of himself. That boyish grin flashed across Sairis’s face. Gods damn it.
 Aloud, Roland said, “As a professional, I suppose you would like some trousers.”

“You’re a better mind-reader than I originally guessed.”

“There’s food and drink in the kitchen. There’s a washroom when you want to get cleaned up. Do you need anything else?”

“Paper and quill. I’ll make a list of supplies. Also...what did you do with Hastafel’s sword after you pulled it out of me?”

“I hid it in the stables,” said Roland. “I didn’t have a scabbard, and it’s damned odd looking. I wasn’t sure I could get away with walking through the streets with it, especially covered in blood as we were.”

Sairis considered. “Alright. We’ll need to stop and get it. Do you think the sword is likely to be discovered by anyone else in the meantime?”

“No.”

Sairis nodded. “This will sound odd, but I’d like a mouse. If your friends here at the Knave happen to have any trapped or poisoned, I’ll take them. The mouse does need to be alive, although hurt or sick is acceptable. I could use something bigger...a rat, a dog, a cat, a pigeon, a hen... But something small would be best.”

The knot was back in Roland’s stomach. “You’re going to kill an animal?”

“Yes.” Sairis had turned away from him. He was testing his legs on the opposite side of the bed, the long shirt falling down over his knees.

“I don’t like it,” said Roland. “What you do.
 ”

Sairis didn’t turn around. “I know.”

*  *  *  *

They did not have a mouse. They did have a cat, but Sairis was pretty sure Miss November would feed him his own liver if he turned the tavern’s pet into an undead servant. “Give the errand boy a penny,” said November. “He’ll find you a mouse by tomorrow.” So the queen of Mistala promised money to a local urchin in exchange for live vermin to be delivered to the apprentice of the realm’s sworn enemy.


What a strange pass we’ve come to,
 thought Sairis.

He ate some food. He drank two more pitchers of water and was rewarded by a return of normal bodily functions. Then Sairis got to work warding the bedroom with salt and runes and blood and iron. He even borrowed a few pieces of silver dishware, which he assured November he would return.

“If all goes well, I’ll need a mirror in here,” he told them. “As big as you can find.”

He worked all day and by evening, the mirror had arrived. It wasn’t as grand as those in the palace, but it was tall enough—a full-length oval on wheels. The glass was of reasonably good quality.

Roland stayed out of the room for most of the preparations. Sairis forced himself not to say, “I don’t actually have to kill anything for this part,” or, “You killed men yesterday; how am I a monster for killing a mouse?”

Since when do I care what knights think of me
 ?

He focused on the work. He grew so intent that he was actually startled when Roland poked his head in the door and said, “It’s full dark. Are you ready to go?”



Chapter 18. A Lamp and a Loft


The streets of Chireese had been lit with gas lamps not so long ago. However, like the mirrors in the palace, these modern wonders had been installed before the Sundering. With the loss of Mistala’s ports, the breakdown of trade, and the war with Zolsestron, the crown could no longer finance such luxuries. Most of the lamps stood dark and cold, with only a few strategically lit. Many citizens kept lights in their windows until nine or ten o’clock, and torch boys could be paid to light the way for those with means. Roland would have called the situation less than ideal for a ruler, since it encouraged crime. However, he had reason to thank the darkness as he and Sairis slipped through the shadows towards the palace.

The wall that adjoined the stables contained a postern gate, through which messengers might ride. The lamp over the door was lit and sentries passed occasionally on the wall above. Anyone trying to force the heavy door would be seen long before 
 obtaining entrance. Roland, however, had Daphne’s keys. His simple plan was to wait until the sentry was around the curve of the wall, approach the door, unlock it swiftly, and enter.

All went well until, upon pushing the door, Roland met with resistance. “They’ve dropped the deadbolt,” he muttered.

“Is this door usually bolted?” asked Sairis.

“I don’t know. It wasn’t bolted yesterday evening.”

“Do you think someone expects us?”

Roland hesitated.

“Expects me?”
 added Sairis after a moment.

Roland frowned. The stables aren’t the closest exit to the strategy room or the most obvious. The gardens are an easier escape route for a person unfamiliar with the palace.
 “I’m not sure,” he said aloud, “but the guard is coming back. We might be able to get in through the gardens...”

“Hastafel’s sword is here,”
 said Sairis impatiently. “I can get us in. You’ll need to follow directions.” Half under his breath, he muttered, “This is why I should have come alone.”

“Can you lift a deadbolt from outside a door?” asked Roland with real curiosity.

“No.” Sairis was scanning the battlements above them. Roland’s ears strained for the tap, tap of the sentry’s boots.

“Lock the door again,” said Sairis.

Roland complied.

Sairis pulled a hand from his pocket and drew out what looked like a bone about the length of a human finger. It was etched in runes and banded in silver. Roland only got a glimpse of it before Sairis cupped it in his palms and whispered...
 something. Roland was standing close enough that he should have caught the words, but he didn’t. They seemed to twist inside his head, gone as soon as they were heard. The evening air was mild, yet the words made a thin puff of smoky condensation as they left Sairis’s lips.

Roland’s skin prickled all over and the hair of his arms stood up straight. This was magic. Not tame magic. Not a parlor trick. This was the thing that his grandfather had feared and outlawed and hunted. Death magic.

He took a step back...and then Sairis pressed him against the wall. “I told you it’s a cloaking charm,” he hissed. “It’ll work on both of us, but only if we are standing very close together. No sudden movements. Just let me work.”

Roland’s back had come to rest against the wall beside the door, and Sairis had turned sideways against him, watching the parapet above. He reached one hand around Roland’s arm and pressed his palm flat against the wall. Roland was so surprised that he just stood there. Sairis had been very careful not to touch him since the incident with the punchbowl, and he wasn’t touching Roland’s skin now. However, his shoulder was snug against Roland’s chest, and the entire length of their bodies pressed together. It was...distracting.

Roland wasn’t distracted for long. The guard strolled into view, his eyes sweeping the pool of lamplight around the door. He was looking directly at them. Roland couldn’t breathe. But the man’s eyes passed right over Sairis and Roland and kept scanning the streets beyond
 .

Sairis’s body tensed, and he murmured another of those twisting strings of syllables. Roland was surprised to feel heat in the wall beside his shoulder near Sairis’s hand. The lamp winked out. Above their heads, the guard’s footsteps paused.

An instant later, someone hallooed on the other side of the wall. There was an indistinct murmur of voices. Minutes passed in the dark street. Roland was uncomfortably aware of Sairis’s proximity. He could tell the exact moment when Sairis became aware of it, too. His unconscious posture against Roland stiffened. He shifted a little. “I didn’t realize we’d have to wait.”

Roland was afraid to answer.

After a moment, Sairis added, “The cloaking charm muffles sound, too. If you talk very quietly, they won’t hear.”

“That’s amazing,” murmured Roland.

Sairis put two fingers absently into his own mouth. Roland tried not to notice the way his lips moved around them.

“Did you hurt yourself?” he whispered.

For answer, Sairis lowered his hand and splayed the fingers, palm up. Roland’s eyes had had time to adjust to the darkness. This close, it was easy to see the blisters.

Before Roland could express his surprise, Sairis said, “That happens when you extinguish a lamp with your hand. But, as you’ve noticed, I heal quickly.”

Before Roland could think of a reply, the door beside them opened and a man stepped out with a long lighter stick. He was so
 close—an arm’s length away. Sairis grabbed a fistful of Roland’s shirt with his unburned hand and maneuvered him 
 deftly around the edge of the door into the earthy odor of the stables.

The long rows of stalls were lit with a single torch at the far end. The horses in that direction were blowing and stamping indignantly at having their sleep disturbed. Towards this end, the stalls were peaceful—a series of torchlit planes and ink black shadows.

Sairis dragged Roland into one such shadow among the tack. He turned sideways against him again—chest to shoulder, his hip coming to rest against the join of Roland’s thigh. Roland had to resist the urge to put his arms around Sairis, if only to make the posture less awkward. Sairis’s ear was directly in front of Roland’s mouth, his dark hair tickling Roland’s nose. Roland could smell the lye soap the Knave had provided, a hint of clean skin...and something else. A smell like the air after lightning. Magic?


An instant later, the lamplighter stepped back into the room, the pool of light restored outside the postern door. Roland realized the cleverness of Sairis’s ruse. He’d waited until the guard could actually see the lamp go out. The guard would have no reason for suspicion. He would believe the lamp had simply malfunctioned, not that anyone had tampered with it. Roland had relocked the door, so nothing was out of the ordinary. A moment later, the retreating lamplighter extinguished his torch at the mouth of the stables, plunging them once more into blackness.

“That was elegant,” said Roland against Sairis’s ear
 .

Sairis gave a minute jerk that Roland couldn’t interpret. He stepped away from Roland, turning his head to look down the line of stalls. “Where is the sword?”

Roland strode around him. He reached the ladder that led into the loft and moved nimbly up the steps. The winter hay was up here now—sweetly fragrant—and there wasn’t much room for a big man to maneuver. Roland had to dig around a little. He paused between two bales and looked down at Sairis. “Wouldn’t it be better to fetch it on our way out? Or are we going to take it through the palace with us?”

Sairis hesitated. “We’d better leave it here for now, but I want to have a look first. Is there space?”

“Enough,” said Roland.

Sairis trotted up the ladder and followed him into the hay. Roland squirmed into the low eaves, where the bales didn’t completely fit and there was usually some room to crawl. In the farthest corner, the roof was of such a shape that the hay bales never intruded. When Roland was a boy, it had been enough space to sit and read. Now he opted to turn onto his back as he felt for the notch in the ceiling.

Somewhere behind him, Sairis murmured words he couldn’t understand. Soft light illuminated the eaves, beams, and hay. Roland gave a quick glance between his arms to see whether Sairis had actually called up a flame in a hayloft. The light couldn’t be fire, though. Sairis was holding it—something small that glowed a faint green without flickering or smoking.

Roland turned his attention to the ceiling once more. He pushed aside the loose panel and felt around in the space 
 beyond. His fingers brushed cool glass and he drew it over the edge and into the light. Sairis made a noise of protest as Roland shifted the sword out of its hiding place.

“Do not cut yourself!”

Roland felt a little annoyed. “I have handled a few swords before.”

“Not like this one.” Sairis scooted up beside him on stomach and forearms. Roland placed the sword between them, then shifted onto his side and one elbow.

Sairis set the glowing object on the boards beside them. Its green light shivered over the strange runes etched into the blade of Hastafel’s sword. The obsidian looked impossibly bright, as though it had just been polished, throwing back their reflections like a mirror. Sairis eyed it as he might a poisonous snake.

The blade looked deceptively delicate, like the ceremonial weapons that Roland’s family carried during coronations. But our glass knives are a symbol of trust—weak weapons.
 This sword had met Roland’s own with all the force of folded steel. The hilt looked brutally utilitarian, bound in leather and worn with use. The cross-guard had been scarred and nicked. The pommel did not have a stone or a carving, as a ruler’s sword often did. Instead, it had bands of what looked like silver and iron.

“Well, this is definitely a spirit vessel,” murmured Sairis.

Roland stiffened. “It’s got a demon in it?”

“Maybe.” Sairis ran one finger slowly along the flat of the sword, over the etchings of the runes, all the way down over the cross-guard to the pommel. His touch was careful, a caress, as though he were exploring the body of a lover and not a deadly 
 weapon. Roland noticed that the blisters had already begun to fade.

Sairis’s eyes lingered a moment on the only imperfection—the spot near the crossguard where Roland’s blow had chipped the blade. “I can’t even imagine how hard you must have hit him to do this,” murmured Sairis. “It’s crawling with protective spells.”

“I hit him pretty hard,” allowed Roland.

The way he said it made Sairis look up.

Roland didn’t quite meet his eyes. “I probably got closer to him than most men would have dared. I was...very upset. Reckless.”

When he volunteered nothing further, Sairis continued, “Well, you’re right; I don’t think we should carry this around the palace. I’d like to stop for it on the way out, but if that’s not possible, I’d prefer to leave it where it is for now.” He hesitated. “Who else knows about this hiding place?”

“No one,” said Roland. No one alive.


Sairis frowned. Roland turned to see the names carved into the beam behind him. “Roland + Marcus.” Roland shut his eyes. Are you going to make me explain that right now?


But Sairis only hesitated for a moment. He said nothing as Roland placed the sword carefully back into its hiding place and they retraced their route from the loft.



Chapter 19. Behind a Tapestry


Sairis felt a vague sense of irritation, mostly with himself. He wasn’t used to being responsible for another person. He’d known the cloaking charm could cover both of them, but he hadn’t considered how closely they would need to stand. He hadn’t considered...the effects.

And then there was Roland’s attitude. I have brought a knight to do a spy’s job.


Roland had seemed impressed by Sairis’s trick with the lamp. Sairis wasn’t sure that Roland understood why he’d been so careful. If the guard suspected an intruder, the charm would not offer real protection. It only worked when a ruse was executed flawlessly, attracting no suspicion.

To Roland, Sairis supposed this expedition must feel like a bit of a lark, sneaking around his childhood home. To Sairis, it was nothing of the kind. He was not at all sure that Roland’s word would keep a spying magician from being thrown in the dungeon if they were caught. He wasn’t even sure it would stop anyone from executing Sairis on the spot. You underestimate antipathy towards necromancers, prince.



Or maybe not. Maybe you understand perfectly.
 Sairis had thought, just for an instant, that Roland was about to call for the guard when Sairis brought out the bone charm. Somehow I 
 am supposed to manage your fears and distrust while infiltrating the royal palace.


All the while pressed up against...

Sairis forced himself to focus on one thing at a time. A well-hidden trap door had taken them into the tunnels under the palace. Roland’s knowledge of the grounds was at least genuinely helpful. Alone, Sairis would have spent a lot more time squinting at Daphne’s cryptic map. She’d drawn it with no labels to avoid giving away state secrets, should it fall into unfriendly hands. Roland took a few wrong turns, but he corrected himself quickly with muttered comments, such as, “That must be the back of the west wing scullery pantry,” or, “We used to play hide and seek behind that mirror. I didn’t realize it connected to the rest of the tunnels” or “Why would anyone put an exit in the lavender room?” Sairis just followed him, producing light when necessary and dousing it when Roland thought it might be seen.

Daphne had wanted them to start by contacting Lord Maniford, affectionately known to his niece and nephew as “Uncle Mani.” Roland had agreed that Maniford seemed the safest of all their kin. Even if Roland and Daphne were dead, he would still have been third in line from the throne. He’d never had reason to dream of kingship, and he’d never been ambitious. His hobbies were women, wine, hunting, and art, in that order.

“He seems like a fop, but he’s actually a good administrator,” Roland said to Sairis as they moved through an ink-black corridor. “He doesn’t give advice very often, but when he does, it’s usually worth listening to.
 ”

Sairis, who had no high opinion of any of the elder Malconwys, said, “And when his advice is to parley with Hastafel?”

Roland was silent.

“We are just leaving a letter, right?” asked Sairis, suddenly alarmed. “You don’t plan on speaking with him?”

Roland sounded regretful. “I would prefer a conversation, but Daphne wants to start with letters until we know what’s going on. I bow to her wishes.”

Well, one of you is not a fool.

“He will almost certainly be at dinner or in the smoking room at this time of evening,” said Roland. “He is not early to bed. We’ll nip into his room, leave the letter, and be on our way.” Roland had stopped walking. “Light?”

Sairis obediently produced the light. They stood before a door. Roland double-checked his map. Then he turned the handle. The door swung silently into the passage on oiled hinges. The opening was obscured by what looked like a rug—heavy-weave fabric, hanging two or three feet from the doorframe and creating such an impenetrable barrier that only the faintest light seeped through from the room beyond. Sairis realized an instant later that it was the back of a tapestry.

Roland stood still in the passage, listening. Sairis could hear nothing. At last, Roland motioned with his hand to put out the light. Sairis complied. Without the glow, it was easier to see the trace of light at the top and bottom of the tapestry. Roland stepped forward. The tapestry didn’t hang smooth, but created stiff curves of cloth. Roland scooted along behind it against the wall, and Sairis followed him, leaving the door cracked open
 .

After a short distance, they came to a place where two tapestries overlapped. Roland gently parted the fabric and looked out. After a moment, he pushed the opening wide. Sairis saw a well-appointed sitting room with a fireplace, tables, bookshelves, and couches. A large mirror hung over the fireplace. In the far wall, a door led to what looked like a bedchamber. The tapestry behind them covered two walls with a colorful forest scene of nymphs bathing in a waterfall. Butterflies danced between the trees, woven with threads of bright silver and gold.

Sairis considered making some remark about checking behind all the tapestries if he was ever invited to the palace. But the idea of being invited to stay the night in a place like this seemed too preposterous to be worth mentioning. His eyes strayed to the books, shelved invitingly beside the fireplace.

The grate was cold and the lamps were turned down low, as one might expect when the occupant was away. Roland started roaming around the room. Sairis took a step towards the fireplace with the vague idea of reading some of the books’ titles while Roland considered where to leave his letter.

Sairis’s eyes had barely scanned “Fool’s Gold: a Pirate Tale of High Adventure,” when Roland grabbed him by the arm and dragged him back to the wall. They whipped behind the tapestry and ended up face to face in the gloom, a curve of the stiff fabric close against Sairis’s back, Roland’s hands gripping his shoulders. “What?” hissed Sairis.

“I...saw something,” whispered Roland, “in the bedroom.” His voice sounded confused—not what Sairis would have expected if he’d simply run into his beloved uncle
 .

Before Sairis could reply, he heard a board creak. Instinctively, his hand shot into his pocket, and he activated the cloaking charm. It would cover any small noises they might make. However, it would do nothing to hide the movement of the tapestry if they bumped it. Sairis was already standing with his back nearly flush against the fabric. Hell.


If he could just scoot around Roland to put his back against the wall beside him...

Another board creaked. Sairis forgot that he was standing in Roland’s arms. Something was moving around the room beyond the tapestry and it was moving...oddly. Not like a human,
 his mind supplied.

He couldn’t hear footfalls at all, but the creak of the boards sounded ominous—as though something heavy were padding over them. A big man in socks,
 he told himself. But Roland was a big man, and his footsteps had not creaked on the boards. The rhythm of the creaks didn’t sound right, either. Could it be two people walking together?


They were awfully quiet for two people.

Sairis considered asking Roland what exactly he’d seen. In theory, the cloaking charm would allow Sairis and Roland to have a whispered conversation while standing right beside an unsuspecting person. However, Sairis wasn’t certain they were dealing with a person. A massive dog, perhaps?
 He’d known the charm to fail on animals, perhaps because they were naturally suspicious. Sairis kept quiet.

And then a voice began to speak.



Chapter 20. Third Date


Roland wasn’t sure what he’d seen. Logic kept insisting that it had to be a dog. He felt embarrassed for his initial panicky reaction, the way he’d dragged Sairis behind the curtain and folded them up face to face in the dark. If I thought the way he had us standing beside the palace wall was awkward... Gods. He is going to think I’m invading his personal space on purpose, that I can’t take “no” for an answer.


Roland felt Sairis slip his hand into his pocket against Roland’s thigh. Roland’s skin prickled and he knew that Sairis had activated the cloaking charm. But will it block our scents from a dog? A hunting dog might attack us. Better to just make a run for the door.
 He was about to open his mouth and say this.

Then, beyond the tapestry, a voice like dark chocolate purred, “Oh, there you are.”

Roland stopped breathing. His mind delivered a stuttering series of observations: It’s not a dog. It’s talking. To us?


The next words made him think otherwise as the voice continued in an indulgent murmur. “I know it’s frustrating, but I can’t hear you. I can lip read, but you’ll have to speak more slowly. No, don’t break the mirror; you’ll just make this situation worse.” He stopped to laugh in the unconscious way people laugh when they think no one can hear them. “You’re cute when you’re angry. You won’t beat him like that, though.
 ”

A long silence.

Roland felt a tap on his chest and realized that Sairis had brought a hand up between them. He also realized that he was gripping Sairis’s shoulders too tightly. He let go, feeling foolish. Roland dropped his hands and put his palms flat against the wall. Sairis put his hands delicately on Roland’s upper arms and leaned in to whisper in his ear, “I know this position is not ideal, but we should not be caught right now. Be still and wait.”


Not ideal...
 thought Roland as Sairis’s warm body pressed against his own. The combination of fear, strangeness, and intimacy went to his head and he whispered back, “I don’t know about ideal, but it’ll certainly become embarrassing if we have to stay like this for long. Embarrassing for me, anyway.”

Sairis shifted in the darkness against him. Roland wished he could see his face. Why did I say that? Now I’ve made it worse.
 Then he realized that Sairis was laughing. Now Roland really
 wished he could see.

Sairis got himself under control. He tried to maneuver to one side or the other, but he couldn’t do so without disturbing the tapestry. “This was not what I had in mind when I said, ‘Stand very close,’” he whispered.

“Well, you know what they say about third dates,” returned Roland.

Sairis tucked his face against Roland’s shoulder. “For gods’ sakes, stop making me laugh before we both die!”

The voice in the room spoke again, “I was hungry.
 If you won’t feed me, I must find someone who will. And I don’t know where the damned sword is. If I did, I would already 
 have handed it over.” A pause. “It wouldn’t have mattered if I’d been there. He arrived late on purpose. He’s suspicious. He’s not stupid.”

Another silence.

“Whose side am I on? My own side, of course. Now you’d better scamper off. I hear my darling lord’s footsteps in the hall.”

Roland’s brow furrowed. Darling lord?


Roland heard the bump and creak of a door opening in the room, then the click as it shut. There was an exchange of voices too low to understand, but Roland recognized his uncle’s laugh. Then, to his confusion, he heard a woman’s voice—a clear alto, but with something of the same inflection as the mysterious male speaker. “You’ve had a long day, love. Has your brother crowned himself yet?”

“No.” Maniford sounded startlingly close as he passed the tapestry. “He still believes Daphne and Roland are alive. Or at least he believes that giving up on them so soon will appear callous.”

The woman’s voice spoke again, “How long does he think he can keep this a secret from Falcosta and Lamont?”

Uncle Mani sounded tired. “I don’t know. He’s very focused on making an offensive move against Hastafel with our own troops. He has talked the dean of magical studies and a few of his best students into riding to the border with him. He’s going to empty the border garrisons. He wants me to send everything I can from the north.
 ”

Roland’s brow furrowed. Why is Uncle Mani telling this woman such secrets? Who is she? Some courtesan he brought with him?


“You think it’ll work?” asked the woman.

“No.” Roland was surprised at the frank certainty in his uncle’s voice.

The woman spoke smoothly. “Hastafel cannot be defeated.” Her voice had a curious edge, almost a singsong.

“No,” repeated Maniford, a little softer this time.

Indistinct sounds of shifting and the rustle of fabric drifted from the room beyond the tapestry. Am I going to have to listen to my uncle fuck?
 thought Roland.

The woman spoke again, her voice a murmur. “You must make peace with Hastafel.”

Uncle Mani’s voice sounded dreamy. “Yes...”

“You must convince Winthrop to do it.”

“Yes.” A pause. “But he won’t.”

The woman sighed. “I’ll just have to kill him, then, won’t I?”

“Yes...”

*  *  *  *

Sairis felt
 Roland react—a frisson of shock and anger that ran up his spine and turned the chest against Sairis’s hand to iron. Roland stopped breathing, then started again in quick puffs like an indignant bull. He was going to charge out from behind the tapestry and attack his uncle, perhaps demand single combat or some equally stupid knightly nonsense
 .

Sairis did the only thing he could think of that might make Roland forget, just for an instant, what was happening on the other side of the tapestry. He slid his arms around Roland’s neck and kissed him. Sairis didn’t have time to think about his lack of experience or worry about whether he was giving the wrong impression. He covered Roland’s mouth with his own and hoped to all the gods that it would keep Roland still and quiet.



Chapter 21. Extremely Professiona
 l


Roland made a muffled noise of surprise, but that would be easily covered by the cloaking charm. The tight line of his mouth relaxed under Sairis’s lips. Sairis moved his head back a fraction. “It’s a demon,” he whispered. “Your uncle is not himself. He is under the influence of...of...a succubus, I think. Or an incubus. Astral aspects of Lust can be either. Do not give us away!”

Sairis was dimly conscious that one of Roland’s hands had settled on his waist. He was also conscious of his body taking notice of all this in ways that might be obvious to someone 
 standing tightly against him. He felt the need to keep talking and said, unnecessarily, “I want you to keep calm.”

“Alright.” Roland’s voice came out deep and rough, and it made Sairis twinge in all the right (and wrong) places.

“Alright,” repeated Sairis stupidly.

“Alright...” said Roland again, their faces very close in the darkness.

Sairis could feel the thump of Roland’s heart through his clothes. Soft grunts and murmurs issued from beyond the tapestry, but they seemed far away and unimportant.

Roland closed the tiny distance to Sairis’s mouth, his lips opening this time, his tongue a muscular flicker of heat. Sairis thought, I shouldn’t have started this,
 even as his arms clenched around Roland’s neck, and Roland’s hand tightened against his back. Roland’s curls tangled around Sairis’s fingers. He wished that he could see the glossy gold of them and the flash of those blue eyes. No, no, no, this is not what you came here to do.


It occurred to him that if the demon was indeed an aspect of Lust, its presence was probably stirring up sexual energy in the room. I need to work on my personal wards. I might need to put some on Roland.


A sarcastic part of his mind said, By all means, blame this on the demon. It’s probably the demon’s fault that you went to a tavern and kissed a stranger two nights ago. And now you’re kissing him again. The demon is entirely to blame, I’m sure.


Roland was moving, his head and chin dipping rhythmically between deep kisses. His hips were moving, too—just a little, but it was doing alarming things to Sairis’s self-control. 
 Sairis shifted instinctively, absurdly trying to get closer. Roland reacted by sliding his hand down Sairis’s leg, catching him under the knee, and pulling his leg up, so that he was half wrapped around Roland’s waist. Roland nuzzled under Sairis’s jaw as he bent, his beard a soft counterpoint to the hot intensity of his mouth against Sairis’s throat.

Sairis’s breath caught. Arousal flared in an ache that was almost painful. He could feel the hard shape of Roland’s erection against his own. He thought he should tell Roland to let go of his leg. At the same time, he wanted to wrap the other one around him. He hoped they weren’t moving the tapestry. He knew he should stop and make sure.

Roland’s free hand stroked his sides, his spine, his butt. The rhythmic movements of their bodies grew more desperate. Sairis realized with a sense of dizzy horror that he was going to climax. He was too close to the edge to stop, even if he could have somehow disengaged without getting them killed by an astral demon. He had the dim notion that he might maintain some dignity by pretending it wasn’t happening, but when the pleasure hit him, he lost his rhythm, crumpled up, and gasped against Roland’s ear.

Roland let go of Sairis’s leg, which was a good thing, because otherwise he probably would have lost his balance and fallen over. Sairis stood there in Roland’s arms, panting, far too warm in his coat, his face on fire. Professionals. Right.


He had no idea what to say or what he was supposed to do next. He did not think Roland had finished, and that was embarrassing in a different way. He wasn’t sure whether he 
 should offer to do something about that, or whether he should try to get back to some semblance of appropriate behavior, or...

“They’ve gone into the bedroom,” whispered Roland. “That was the door closing.”

Sairis had completely missed it. When I get out of this,
 he promised himself, I will work alone for the rest of my life.
 He turned and stumbled blindly towards the secret door. He reached it and passed through into the cooler stone passage without hearing any shouts of alarm from beyond the tapestry. Roland followed on his heels, shutting the door with the softest of clicks. They stood in the blackness of the tunnel, their breathing loud in the silence.

“Sair?” ventured Roland after a moment.

Sairis cleared his throat. He spoke unwillingly. “Yes?”

“Are you alright?”

Sairis screwed his eyes shut. He searched for something to say that would salvage the situation, make everything normal again, restore an appropriate emotional distance between them. He could think of nothing.

At last, Roland said, “Look, I know you want us to just pretend that everything in the tavern two days ago didn’t happen. But there was a reason we got along so well. I like you. I think you like me. I think you’re beating yourself up about it, and I wish you’d stop.”


Oh, gods. He is trying to be gallant.
 “You could just say I started it,” snapped Sairis.

Roland said no such thing
 .

Sairis took a deep breath. “I thought you were going to attack your uncle.”

“I was. Thank you for stopping me. You say he’s under the control of a demon?”

“Yes.”

“It’s threatening to kill my eldest uncle. You don’t think it could have...could have killed my father, too, do you?”

Sairis considered. “I doubt it. For a sorcerer to be controlling a demon at such a distance is remarkable. I’m not sure I understand what’s really happening here, and your father—”

Roland interrupted him. “On second thought, let’s get out of here and then we can talk about that. I...I can’t think about Father right now.”

Sairis nodded gratefully. “So we’re not leaving any letters with your uncle. Your sister wanted us to leave one for her maid, correct?”

“Yes,” said Roland. “Hopefully she isn’t screwing any demons this evening.”

Sairis laughed in spite of himself. “After that, we need to visit your strategy room and try to get a piece of the mirror Hastafel used for his portal.”

Roland hesitated. “The demon was talking to someone in the mirror...”

“I know,” said Sairis. “I need to think about that. Right now, let’s get these things done and get out of here.”



Chapter 22. Getting to Know Each Other


Roland really
 wished he could see Sairis’s face. He was having a hard time interpreting Sairis’s reaction to their abrupt and rather intense petting session. Roland was twenty-five, and the first time he’d done something like this had been ten years ago. He could well remember the flood of excitement and pleasure at those first tangled encounters, but he’d forgotten how embarrassing it could be. He wanted to say to Sairis, “You didn’t do anything wrong. It’s alright to ask for what you want. It’s alright to enjoy it.”

But he couldn’t tell whether Sairis had, in fact, enjoyed it. The whole thing had happened in near-total darkness where Roland could not read expressions or body language. Sairis had initiated the encounter and escalated it. He’d certainly wanted it in the moment, but now...

An intrusive thought: Uncle Mani offered to help kill Uncle Winthrop. What if he helped kill Father?


The idea circled the edges of Roland’s consciousness like a hawk, waiting to pounce on doubt or weakness. I am not going to think about that right now. Sairis said it was a demon. Father is dead. I knew he was dead when I came home. He won’t be any less dead one way or the other.


Roland focused on the moment. He’d gotten good at that over the last four years. You could set grief aside, he’d discovered. 
 You could put it on a shelf for later—an unopened urn locked in a deep vault where it wouldn’t endanger the people who depended upon you. He put thoughts about his father on the shelf with all the others and let it be.

His body was calming down, at least, and that was a relief. The cool of the tunnels helped. “Could I have some light?” he asked aloud.

Sairis produced the faint green glow that allowed them to navigate, but didn’t help much when it came to reading the expressions of a repressed young man who had just had his first orgasm in company. Roland decided to let him get his thoughts together. They’d walked for several minutes in silence when Sairis spoke. “You don’t like me. You said so.”

Roland was surprised. He thought back over their conversations. “I said I don’t like what you do.”

Sairis gave a bitter laugh. It had a hysterical edge. Roland was reminded that most people would have called Sairis a witch.

“Why necromancy?” asked Roland. He knew he was treading on dangerous ground, but the words burst out. “Why not any other form of magic?”

“Why are you an invert?” snapped Sairis. “You must get constant offers from women. Why not just be normal?”

Roland was startled into silence.

“Any magician can practice necromancy,” said Sairis after a moment. “But I’m what they call a natural.”

“You don’t have a choice?”

“Do you have a choice about dallying with men?” asked Sairis, his voice now unmistakably mocking. “I’m sure you do.” 
 He sucked in a breath and muttered, “Unless you’re trapped behind a tapestry hiding from a demon.”

Roland laughed, the sound rolling in the passage. “Sairis, I enjoyed that, and I am truly sorry if I misread signals or made you uncomfortable.”

Sairis’s silhouette in the dim glow seemed to loosen a little. His shoulders dropped. “You don’t know me,” he said in a voice that was barely audible.

“I know you care passionately about your work,” said Roland, “and that’s admirable even if I don’t understand why you do what you do. I know you’re smarter than most people in any given room.”

Sairis laughed again. This time it didn’t sound bitter or hysterical.

“I know you laugh at my jokes,” continued Roland. “I know you can send them right back.” He took a quick breath. “And I know you got between my family and a sorcerer. I know you got stabbed for us.”

Sairis looked away. “That was...a bit more complicated than—”

“I’m sure you had your reasons,” interrupted Roland. “And I wanted to kiss you before
 that. I reacted badly to your identity, and you’re right. I don’t know you. But I want to. Will you let me?”

Sairis sounded confused. “Let you...what?”

“Will you let me get to know you?”

A long silence
 .

“Turn left here,” said Roland. “We’re getting close to Daphne’s rooms.”

Sairis was still thinking. “What do you want to know?” he asked with infinite caution.

Roland stifled a chuckle.

Sairis caught it anyway. “I am not good at this! I told you, I am not... I live alone in a tower with a cranky old man who has seen too much. And I am lucky.
 I could have ended up far worse.”

Roland tried to keep the smile out of his voice. “Well, that’s a start.”

Sairis scratched his head. “Is this how people get to know each other?”

“They generally talk about their hobbies, friends, families, beliefs, and childhoods, yes.”

Sairis shrugged. “I was mostly raised by ghosts on the River Styx.”

“Well, that’s...” Roland could not think of a single thing to say.

Sairis started to laugh.

Roland gave a sigh of relief. “You are joking.”

“I’m not, actually. I was locked in a basement at the time, and spirit-walking was how I dealt with the situation.”

Roland groped unsuccessfully for a comment.

“Well, I’m glad we’re getting to know each other,” said Sairis cheerfully. “You’ve stopped walking. Is that shock or have we reached the maid’s room? Or are you about to take a swing at me?
 ”

Roland cleared his throat. “This is Joslyn’s room, yes.” He fished in his pocket for Daphne’s letter. “I would never take a swing at you, Sairis.”

“I’ll remind you that you said that one day.”

Roland shook his head. “You don’t know me,
 either.” He hesitated. “You get a lot of knights trying to collect Father’s bounty on Karkaroth, don’t you?”

Sairis shrugged. “Not like we used to. Three or four times a year, at most.”

Roland grimaced. “Knights try to kill you three or four times a year?”

“Selling their armor is mostly how we pay for food, so it’s not all bad.”

Roland stared at Sairis’s silhouette, at the points of light that were his eyes. He’d never really thought about the day-to-day existence of a necromancer with a price on his head, besieged, as it were, in his own tower. “How did Daphne send you an invitation to the council meeting?”

“Paid someone to leave it on our doorstep. I do not, as a rule, incinerate peasants who knock. They’re usually just asking for love potions...or medicine...or selling vegetables. I quite like vegetables. Anyway, I shouldn’t be talking to you about this.”

Roland opened his mouth to ask why and then shut it. He was the premier knight of the realm and Sairis was the closest thing Mistala had to a dragon. Of course Sairis shouldn’t be talking to him about how he survived or who sold him food. They were natural enemies, and Sairis was keenly aware of it even if Roland often forgot. Roland could afford
 to forget
 .

Suddenly Roland had so many questions. “Did Karkaroth want to let you come, or did you have to talk him into it? Is he—?”

Sairis held up a hand. “I assume there’s some back and forth in this whole getting to know each other thing? Or is it supposed to feel like an interrogation?”

Roland winced. “Your turn.”

“To ask a question?” Sairis’s teeth flashed in the low light. “How do we get this letter to Joslyn?”

Roland gave a long-suffering sigh. “We can just slide this one under the door.”



Chapter 23. Fire and Glass


Roland was not surprised to discover that the way to the strategy room had been hastily boarded over. This was a logical course of action to prevent additional people from learning palace secrets. Still, it made their task harder. “We can come out at the foot of the stairs,” said Roland. “Then we’ll have to walk up to the strategy room and come back the same way.”

Sairis chewed his lip. “It’s a dead end?
 ”

Roland nodded. “If we get caught, I’ll just have to talk our way out. Unless you’d rather forget about getting a piece of the mirror. It might all be cleaned up by now anyway.”

Sairis shook his head. “We have to try.”

So, they tiptoed from behind a wood panel at the foot of the stairs to the strategy room. The palace’s interior halls had never been heavily patrolled at night. There wasn’t any need. A lamp in a sconce had been lit near the foot of the stairs, though. Roland felt horribly exposed in the golden light as they hurried beneath and upward into the comforting shadows.

The hall at the top had been cordoned off. Roland noticed smoke and fire damage on the walls and ceiling. He was afraid the strategy room might be gone—burned beyond safety, fallen into the lower story even. He said as much as they approached the door. “You’d better bring out your light, Sairis. There might be holes in the floor.”

“Doubt it,” said Sairis, but he brought out the green glow anyway.

Roland was surprised to discover that Sairis was right. The room was structurally intact, though charred.

“Fires need air,” explained Sairis. “They’re like living things. With the door shut, this one would have eaten its way through the most combustible materials and then suffocated.”

“You would be the expert on fire,” said Roland. “Is that how you deal with knights?”

Sairis shrugged. “Only if I can’t think of something else. It takes a lot of magic—” He stopped
 .

“I didn’t mean—” began Roland and couldn’t think how to finish the sentence without making it worse. I didn’t mean, “Tell me how you deal with knights so that I’ll know how to deal with you someday.”
 “We are on the same side,” he said aloud.

Sairis didn’t answer. He was prowling around the edges of the room. No furniture remained. The map wall had been reduced to a plane of crumbling charcoal.

Sairis covered his mouth to stifle a cough in the still, heavy air near the back of the room. The mirror was gone. It had probably shattered in the heat. Nothing of it was visible on the wall, and the floor had been swept. Sairis crouched on hands and knees, moving along the blackened baseboards. He stood up at last, holding the barest sliver that gleamed in the light of his magic.

“Is that enough?” asked Roland doubtfully.

Sairis had already folded the splinter of glass in a handkerchief and stuffed it into his pocket. “Yes. I mean, we’ll see. If this isn’t enough, I doubt a larger piece would make any difference. Let’s get that sword and get out of here.”

“May I buy you a drink afterward?”

Sairis shrugged, “Is this more of the getting-to-know-you thing?”

“It might be.”

“Aren’t drinks supposed to happen before...?”
 He waggled his eyebrows and Roland covered his mouth to stifle a spasm of laughter
 .

He saw the flash of Sairis’s teeth as he turned away. Well at least you’re feeling comfortable enough to joke about it now.
 “We seem to be doing things in the wrong order,” he said aloud.

“If we get out of here with that sword, you’re going to have a hard time getting me away from it this evening.”

“All work and no play is unhealthy, I hear.”

“Necromancy is not something one does for one’s health.”

Roland looked at him sidelong. “Really? Because I thought you said earlier—”

“For gods’ sakes, Roland, we are burgling the royal palace! One thing at a time.”

“I don’t think I can be said to be burgling my own—”

“And there’s a demon loose, probably one of Hastafel’s, and someone here wants you dead.”

“A fair point. I’ll withhold drink recommendations until later.” Roland was feeling almost optimistic about the evening when they arrived at the top of the stairs and froze. A figure sat alone in the pool of light at the bottom. It appeared to be a girl, her light brown hair loose and shining in the lamplight. She was wearing a red dressing gown over a frilly night robe, too elaborate for a servant. She was sitting with her knees drawn to her chin, her head in her arms. For a moment, Roland thought she might be asleep. Then a barely audible sob escaped from beneath her hunched shoulders.

Roland caught a movement out of the corner of his eye. Sairis was drawing the cloaking charm from his pocket. He made a motion with his head. They were going to have to tiptoe past the weeping girl. Sairis held out an arm with an impatient 
 gesture as though to say, “Well, surely you know how this works by now.”

Roland hesitated. Then he shook his head. I can’t walk past this.


“Candice,” he said softly.

The girl’s head snapped up and she spun on the step, eyes huge and glistening in the lamplight. She stared at Roland. Sairis had gone as still as a waxwork. Roland wondered if he’d managed to activate the charm. He thought, belatedly, that that might be better. She didn’t need to see both of them. But then Candice’s eyes made a quick back and forth movement, and Roland knew that she’d spotted Sairis.

Candice got to her feet, shaky and clutching her gown. “Prince Roland... They said you were ill from the fire, and Magus Sairis...” She trailed off.

“It’s alright,” said Roland gently. “We are trying to figure out what happened with the fire. Please don’t tell anyone we were here.”

His words hung in the air between them. Candice’s eyes narrowed. Roland knew she’d understood the offer. “We’ll keep your secret if you keep ours.”


“Candice,” continued Roland, “are you in trouble? Is someone hurting you?”

Something flickered in her eyes, but this time he couldn’t interpret it. Instead of answering his question, she asked, “Is the queen alright?”

“She’s fine,” said Roland. “She’ll be back soon.
 ”

Candice nodded. “You’re trying to figure out who tried to kill her.” She spoke matter-of-factly, watching Roland’s face.

Roland was surprised at this swift deduction. He said nothing.

“Do you think it was my father?”

Roland’s eyes flicked briefly to Sairis, but the necromancer offered no comment. His face looked bloodless in the wan light.

“It might have been my father,” said Candice, who seemed entirely willing to carry on this conversation one-sided, “but if you want proof, I don’t have it.”

Roland’s mouth fell open in surprise. “I wasn’t... I wasn’t about to ask for anything.”

“Also, I’m not going to marry you.”

Roland almost laughed. “We are in accord,” he managed gravely.

Candice’s mouth quirked up. It was the closest thing he’d seen to a smile from her. “Can I
 help you?”
 she asked.


Well aren’t you full of surprises?
 “Maybe. For now, just don’t tell anyone we were here.”

“Alright.” She wiped at her nose. Roland saw what looked like a new bruise on her arm. He almost said, “Just come with us.”

But it would have been perfectly mad, and Sairis had come to life with an impatient twitch beside him. “Go back to bed now,” said Roland.

Candice hesitated. Then she turned and walked away towards another distant pool of light. Roland waited a long beat and then darted for the panel that would take them back into the tunnels.



Chapter 24. Sairis Asks a Question


“I know it was stupid,” said Roland as soon as they were alone.

Sairis said nothing.

“I should have waited for you to activate the charm so that you, at least, could stay out of sight.”

“I did activate it,” said Sairis. “She just saw through it. Suspicious kid.”

“Oh.” Roland hesitated. “Did you see the bruises?”

“I saw them.”

Roland was finding it difficult to interpret Sairis’s tone again, the more so in the dark. He didn’t think Sairis was angry. Although I did put him in danger without warning and without consulting him.


They’d almost reached the stables when Sairis said, “Is it still my turn to ask a question?”

Roland felt relieved. “Of course.”

“Who was Marcus?
 ”

Roland’s mind skittered to a stop. There was no sound in the passage except the soft swish of their footsteps. “You saw the carving in the hayloft,” he said at last.

“Yes. But you said his name earlier. Right before you pulled that sword out of me. You said, ‘Marcus, I’m sorry.’”

“Oh.” Roland licked his lips. “I...wasn’t aware.”

When he couldn’t seem to find a way to continue, Sairis ventured, “He died in the fighting?”

Roland cleared his throat. “He was one of my father’s wards. He came to court when I was twelve. We were close. He died on Mount Cairn about a year ago.”

Sairis waited.

Roland realized he’d just taken a wrong turn. “I will tell you the story, but...later?”

He thought Sairis might say something pointed like, “This getting-to-know-you thing was your idea” or “You’re quicker to ask the personal questions than to answer them, aren’t you?”

But Sairis said only, “Later.”

*  *  *  *

Sairis had a lot on his mind besides Roland’s romantic history and the future prospects of his unfortunate child fiancée. An astral demon far from its master and clearly with its own agenda... Has Hastafel lost control of it?


Back in the stables, Roland produced an unfitted leather sheath—a simple, folded thing—in which he intended to carry the sword. Sairis insisted on carrying it himself. He could feel the unnatural cold of the blade through the leather
 .


It feels like a focus.
 That had been Sairis’s first impression, and it was only strengthened as he took up the blade again. Why in all the hells would Hastafel risk losing his focus?


Sairis considered other possibilities. It might just be a magical artifact. Someone else’s focus, someone who’s dead.
 But Sairis didn’t think so. The sword’s magical signature was very similar to what he had glimpsed of the wolf’s, which was certainly Hastafel’s creature. Swords were perhaps the most commonly enchanted items in existence. If this was Hastafel’s primary magical focus, it was rather uncreative. Hastafel had not struck Sairis as an uncreative man. Still...


He’s a warlord, a conqueror. A sword fits.

He had not planned to lose it, of course. He could hardly have known Sairis would be present in the strategy room, could hardly have expected Sairis to set the wolf-knight on fire. He’d expected something, though. The more Sairis replayed that scene in the strategy room, the more puzzled he became. Hastafel had arrived with a sword made for killing magicians and magical entities. He’d been prepared to let his demon use this dangerous weapon because... Because he didn’t trust the portal,
 Sairis realized. He never stepped through himself, not even to get the sword back. He sent his soldiers and his demon through, but he didn’t trust it for himself.


That means... What?

Sairis followed the silhouette of Roland’s broad shoulders through the narrow streets, letting him choose the way, thinking. Hastafel didn’t need a sword like that to kill Queen Daphne or Roland. The Malconwys were an afterthought
 .


“Are you the best they could do?”

Sairis felt his spine stiffen again at that remembered sneer. It was ridiculous to feel offended on the behalf of Mistala, and yet somehow he did. Am I playing for team Malconwy now? Truly?


Sairis forced himself to stop trying to figure out whose side he was on. Hastafel put a sword through me. That’s reason enough to kill him.


Sairis rehearsed the facts. Hastafel didn’t bring that sword for the Malconwys. Whoever he expected to fight wasn’t in that room. Instead he found me, and I suppose I should be flattered that he thought I was worth attacking with spelled stone.


“They say necromancers die hard.”


Harder than you dream, demon mage.
 Sairis slipped his free hand into his pocket to touch the scrap of cloth wrapped around the bit of mirror. You may not have been hunting me, but I am about to be hunting you.


He was so lost in his plans that he almost bumped into Roland as the knight stopped walking. Sairis realized that they were back in the alley behind the tavern. A smiling Hazel answered the door. “Roland, Sairis, your friend beat you here.”

“Friend?” echoed Roland with a trace of alarm. “I didn’t send any friend.”

Hazel’s smile faltered. “The qu— I mean, Fifi seemed to know him.”

For a big man, Roland could move with incredible speed. Sairis scampered after him as he whipped down the hall, turned into the kitchen...and there sat Daphne, cradling a cup of tea 
 beside a lanky man who looked vaguely familiar. It took Sairis a moment to place his long face without the wig.

“Prince Anton,” said Roland stiffly.

The prince of Lamont rose and bowed. He was wearing the sort of simple clothes that Sairis supposed rich people thought of as stealthy, although the cut and fabric were too fine to pass close inspection. “Prince Roland. Daphne said I have you to thank for the message. I cannot tell you how pleased I am to find you all well.” His eyes did not linger on Sairis, although Sairis could practically feel his politely-averted curiosity.

Roland’s glare was more than enough to hold anyone’s attention. “What message?”

“Roland,” said Daphne smoothly, “I am glad you and Sairis are safely back. I had Joslyn tell Anton where to find me. Please don’t be upset. I am willing to trust him, and so must you be. Report.”

This simple order seemed to put a muzzle on Roland’s objections and he proceeded to outline their evening of espionage, excepting their activities behind the tapestry. Daphne’s face went a little pale when he got to the part about Maniford and the demon. She turned to Sairis.

“I believe it was an astral aspect of Lust,” said Sairis. “It has your uncle in thrall. He is not himself. You should not judge him too harshly.” Before she could respond, he asked, “How exactly did your father die?”

“Jousting,” said Daphne with a frown. “But everyone said it was his heart. He’d been complaining of the pain all morning, 
 but he insisted on participating. He fell off his horse, dead. No one was touching him at the time.”

Sairis nodded. “I doubt your Uncle Maniford or the demon were involved. However, Lord Winthrop could be in danger.”

Daphne drummed her fingers, thinking. After a moment, she said, “Finish your story, Roland.”

When he’d done so, there was a moment of silence in the kitchen. Sairis felt impatient. “I would like to examine this sword,” he began.

At the same time, Roland said, “Would it be alright if we went upstairs and had a drink?”

Daphne’s eyes flicked between them. And for no reason whatsoever, Sairis felt the color rise in his cheeks. What is wrong with me?


“Yes, I should think you two need a chance to catch your breaths. Go have a drink. We’ll talk about this in the morning. Sairis, you’ll tell me if that sword seems likely to kill us in our beds?”

Sairis bowed with a resigned expression. “I will, my lady. I would prefer to begin testing it at once—”

“But it can wait an hour?”

Sairis licked his lips. “It can wait an hour.”

“Then take a moment to relax. Roland, do you think Anton and I would be welcome up there?”

Roland was surprised. “Well... You wouldn’t be un
 welcome, but...does Prince Anton know...?”

“I believe I’ve given him a clear idea of what to expect,” said Daphne crisply
 .

Roland looked like he very much doubted that, but he shrugged. “As you wish. I’m going to change clothes and get the hay out of my hair.”

As they started down the hall, Daphne called, “Also, Sairis, there’s a live mouse in a glass jar on your dresser!”

Sairis braced himself for some icy response from Roland. Instead Roland started to snicker. By the time he pushed open the door to their room, Sairis was laughing too. “Someday,” whispered Roland, “you’re going to remember the time the queen of Mistala gifted you with a live mouse.”

Sairis looked up at him. Roland’s blue eyes crinkled to slits, a blond curl falling into his face. Someday,
 thought Sairis, I’m going to remember the time her brother looked at me that way.




Chapter 25. Regrets


“Marcus was the youngest son of Lord Kinnic,” began Roland. Sairis sat on the stool beside him in what he was beginning to think of as “their” corner and listened. “His father was—is—a border lord to the east. Lord Kinnic had an unfortunate habit of attacking Falcosta unilaterally and generally behaving like a law unto himself. Gods know my father was 
 willing enough to attack Falcosta, but he did like to know about it first. Marcus ended up at court as a hostage to Lord Kinnic’s good behavior. He wasn’t the only one. We have some powerful border lords. Constant war will do that.”

Roland paused to sip his drink. Across the room, Queen Daphne and Prince Anton had seated themselves at a table and were watching the room with the wide-eyed curiosity of people who knew how to negotiate an international trade agreement, but had never ordered a drink at a public tavern in their lives. Prince Anton clearly thought he was in some kind of spy story. He’d brought a short-brimmed workman’s cap, which he kept pulled down over his eyes. They looked as inconspicuous as frogs in a fruit salad, but Sairis doubted anyone would identify them as royalty.

“There were about a dozen of us,” continued Roland, “young lords I was raised with. But Marcus was special. He was a couple of years older than me—a green-eyed, red-haired fireball. Jousting, swordplay, hunting—anything that was happening, he was in the middle of it. And he...preferred men, as I did. Such things had been legal for a few years by then, but it was still shameful...not something a prince should do. I was twisted up with guilt, but Marcus didn’t feel guilty at all. He knew he had to be discreet, but he didn’t think there was anything wrong with him. It wasn’t long before that started to make sense to me.”

Sairis felt an unfamiliar pang of what might be jealousy—not over Roland’s affections, but over the carefree life he described. “You were lovers?
 ”

Roland smiled into his ale. “We messed around a lot. We...practiced on each other. But we always said we were just friends. Marcus was the one who started bringing me to places like the Tipsy Knave. We had rather different tastes. Marcus liked the brawny farm boys fresh from the countryside—rough hands and freckles and shy eyes, that was his type. He liked soldiers, too—the ones who’d sneak out to places like this. My tastes ran elsewhere.”

Sairis quirked an eyebrow. “If you say, ‘To wanted outlaws...’”

Roland choked on a laugh. “Students, mostly. People who cared passionately about dead languages and art and the merits of double-stitched binding.”

Sairis gave a nervous laugh.

“Glasses and ink-stained fingers and pedantic lectures on—”

“Alright, alright,” muttered Sairis.

“I like talking to people who care about something,” said Roland. “Even if it’s something the rest of the world thinks is unimportant. I like educated people.”

Sairis stared at his drink. “Is that why you came up to me the other evening?”

Roland shrugged. “I liked the look of you.”

Sairis’s laugh escaped in a hiss between his teeth. “Roland, no one has ever liked the look of me.”


Roland shrugged. “I’m not sure how you could know that. As you keep telling me, you don’t get out much.”

Touché
 .

“Anyway, Marcus and I spent our teenage years sneaking into places like this, kissing each other in the hayloft, and having grand romantic adventures, though the best parts were usually with other people. I was going to the border when I came of age. I knew that. Marcus insisted he was going with me.”

Roland paused, watching the room, not looking at Sairis.

“Did you tell him how you felt?” asked Sairis with a sudden sense of dread. “Did he die without knowing?”

Roland shut his eyes. “You’d think it would be easy with a close friend...someone who’d seen all your firsts. You’d think it would be easy to say, ‘I love you.’ But it...isn’t.”

Sairis felt truly sorry for him.

“Marcus was an incredible person,” said Roland, “but he was also an absolute tomcat. He wanted to fuck everything. He even tried it with girls a few times. He wasn’t ready to...to devote himself to one person. I’m not sure he ever expected to do that. I think he thought that being the way we are...loving men...for him, that meant a life of sexual adventure and rotating partners. I tried to keep up, but I wanted...” Roland wiped a hand across his face. After a moment, he continued, “You’d think it would be easy to state your feelings to such a close friend, but there’s so much at stake. What if he had pulled away from me? What if he’d decided we couldn’t be even casual lovers if I was going to catch feelings like that?”

“So you didn’t tell him.”

Roland shook his head. “I think maybe he knew. On the border, there wasn’t a lot of opportunity for those kinds of adventures. We didn’t have anyone except each other most of 
 the time. But I never said, ‘I love this, and I don’t want it to end.’ And then it did.”

Sairis wondered whether Roland had ever told this story before to anyone. Probably not.
 He wondered if he should pat Roland’s hand. Wasn’t that something normal people did to offer comfort? They touched each other? But somehow, when Sairis played the idea through his head, it just seemed extraordinarily awkward. Instead, he said, “That’s when you took a shot at Hastafel...even though you knew he had a soul-eating sword.”

Roland gave an I-knew-it-was-stupid shrug. “I almost got him. He was down on one knee when I chipped that godsdamned glass sword of his. It should have shattered.”

Not with those wards.

Roland continued, “Losing Marcus was like losing a brother and a lover and a friend all at the same time. When I came here two nights ago, I was looking for a familiar place and good memories. I wasn’t... Well, I wouldn’t have spoken to just anybody.”

Sairis still didn’t know how to respond. Across the room, a flashily dressed man had stepped onto the stage to sing, accompanied by the lute. The audience was joining in for the chorus, which proved creatively obscene. Daphne and Anton were taking turns at the dartboard and either did not understand the lyrics or were impervious to embarrassment. They’re having the kind of date that royal couples surely never get to have. I wonder if Daphne planned that. She seems like the planning type.


Sairis forced himself to say something. “I’m sorry, Roland.
 ”

Roland nodded, not quite meeting Sairis’s eyes. Sairis wondered whether he was already regretting having told such a personal story. Or perhaps it was a relief to have told someone, anyone. Even an apprentice necromancer in service to the crown’s sworn enemy. But then again, maybe it’s safer, telling me. It’s not as though I can repeat it to anyone. Maybe important people only ever tell their deepest secrets to people who don’t matter.


Sairis felt immediately uncharitable. That’s how
 I would think if I were a prince. But Roland isn’t like me.
 Sairis licked his lips and tried a bit of truth. “I’ve never had anything like that...with anyone. I can’t imagine what it would be like to lose such a person. And to have regrets.”

Roland nodded. “I wish I had told him.” He gave a sad little laugh. “But more than anything, I just wish he were still here.” He hesitated. “Is it my turn to ask a question?”

Sairis shifted uneasily. “I suppose.”

“The necromancy. How does it work? You said you’re a natural. What does that mean?”

“Oh.” Sairis sat up a little straighter. He was on firm ground here. “Most magicians soak up magic from the Shattered Sea. I can’t. I absorb magic from death. Specifically the phase transition from life into death. Magical energy is released, and I have a peculiar ability to capture and channel it. I do this unconsciously all the time. I can’t not
 do it.”

Roland toyed with his glass. “You mean, anyone dying in the city...”

Sairis nodded. “The closer I am physically to death, the more power I absorb.” He hesitated. “I wouldn’t have been 
 able to come back in the strategy room if there hadn’t been people dying nearby.” Sairis saw the beginnings of discomfort on Roland’s face, and some part of him welcomed it. He felt a perverse need to drive the knife deeper—whether into himself or into Roland, he couldn’t have said. “Every person who died in that room gave me a bit more energy to heal myself. Finally, enough of them died, and I came back across the River.”

Roland looked away. “And when the dead walk?”

“Necromancers are excellent at binding ghosts. We’re as good at binding ghosts as sorcerers are at binding demons.”

Roland frowned. “Is it always the ghost of the person who died?”


A perceptive question.
 “Not always, no. We’re pretty good at flesh golems—a corpse animated with simple intent and bone-memory. The actual ghost is long gone. It is also possible to send a fresh ghost into a corpse other than its own. A human ghost into a dead animal, for instance. Or the other way around. Although they don’t like it and tend to resist.”

Roland shuddered. “I should think so. That sounds like a horrible thing to do to a person.”

Sairis did not dispute this.

Roland folded his big hands around his now-empty glass. “Have you ever done that to someone you cared about?”

Sairis wanted to say, You forget that I’ve never cared about anyone.
 But he couldn’t quite bring himself to utter such a lie. He glanced at Roland and saw the real question in his eyes. Would you ever do that to me
 ?


Sairis shocked himself by reaching out and peeling Roland’s hand off the ale glass. His fingers curled into Roland’s bigger palm. Like a serpent into a bird’s nest,
 Sairis thought. But then Roland folded Sairis’s hand up in both of his, and he no longer felt like an intruder.

Sairis wished that he could take back everything he’d just said about necromancy. Because for once in his life, he wanted
 someone to like him. “I’m not good at this,” he whispered.

“You’re doing fine,” Roland whispered back.

“Liar.”

“I already said you were terrifying.”

I can be more terrifying.

“But,” continued Roland, “I like listening to pedantic scholars explaining their hobbies.”

A nervous laugh bubbled out of Sairis. “I can be far more pedantic.” That’s better than terrifying, right?


Roland ran his thumb around Sairis’s wrist bone, and suddenly Sairis remembered exactly how Roland’s lips felt against his, exactly how it felt to have a leg wrapped around Roland’s firm waist, exactly how it felt to lose all logical thought in his arms.

“Sair?”

He blinked and came back to earth.

“How important is it that you do something with that sword tonight?”

Sairis sighed. “Pretty important. We’d better go. Well, I’d better anyway.”

“I’ll come with you.
 ”

Sairis tried not to look ridiculously pleased. “Do you think your sister will be alright?” he asked, peering across the room.

Daphne and Anton seemed to have made friends with a couple of gentlemen. As he watched, November and Hazel came out from behind the bar and joined the table. It looked like they might begin a game of cards.

Roland gave a snort of laughter. “I think Daph always felt left out when Marcus and I ran off to places like this. I think she’s having the time of her life.”

“Anton doesn’t look too scandalized,” observed Sairis.

“No,” said Roland with a hint of wonder. “He really doesn’t.”



Chapter 26. The Mouse


“I can’t believe you had that thing all the way through your body two days ago,” muttered Roland as he watched Sairis take out the sword and draw a salt circle around it in the corner of the room.

“It was uncomfortable,” agreed Sairis.

Roland snorted. “You do remember that I saw
 you last night, right? You were more dead than alive. You fainted.
 ”

Sairis paused in the act of writing runes in spelled chalk. And you carried me in here.
 He was sorry not to have been awake for that. When heroines swooned in stories and the hero caught them, they tended to drift in and out of consciousness with fluttering eyelashes and sweetly parted lips. Sairis, on the other hand, couldn’t remember a damned thing after collapsing on the stairs. He doubted very much that anything about him had looked fluttery or sweet.

“What I meant,” said Roland patiently, “is that you basically came back from the dead this morning. You must be completely exhausted.”

“I did sleep for about sixteen hours.”

Roland scratched his head. “Is that all it takes?”

Sairis laughed, disturbing the salt. “Please do not distract me right now.” Roland was enough of a distraction without saying a word. He’d changed into soft clothes for bed. The thin cotton shirt left little to the imagination, and the short pants gave a view of his calves and thighs that did not bear thinking about. Not while Sairis was dealing with Hastafel’s thrice-damned sword.

“The mouse looks hungry,” said Roland. “Shall I feed it?”

“No,” said Sairis without looking up, “I will resolve its hunger shortly.”

“I’m really not sure I can get used to you killing animals.”

“I am not asking you to get used to it, only to be silent.”

“I had this dog once.”

“Roland... God’s blood!” Sairis jerked back from the salt circle so hard that he sat down
 .

Roland was across the room before Sairis could get his legs under him.

“Back!” hissed Sairis. “Away from the sword! Back!”

But Roland was staring and Sairis could tell he’d already seen it—a face reflected in the blade. A pair of terrified eyes, and more behind. Mouths opened in silent screams. Hands reached like claws, desperate, dragging each other back while others pushed endlessly forward.

Roland only hesitated for a second. Then he wrapped his arms around Sairis’s chest and hauled him up and back. As the angle of the light changed, the images reflected in the blade vanished. Now it was just a sword, lying in a circle of salt and partially finished runes on the far side of the room.

Roland backed up until he ran into the bed, dragging Sairis with him. He stopped there, and Sairis could feel Roland’s heart hammering between his shoulder blades. He could feel the man’s muscular warmth through the thin cotton shirt. Roland’s arms, wrapped around Sairis’s chest, felt as immovable as steel.

That should
 have been alarming. Sairis had spent most of his life trying not to get pinned by a knight. He should not have wanted it to go on forever.

“What—?” began Roland hoarsely.

“It’s a spirit vessel,” said Sairis. “Usually they have demons or fae creatures in them, but I think this one has real people. Magical creatures can lie dormant inside a vessel. Human ghosts can’t.” Sairis made an effort to move his hand. To his regret, Roland immediately released him.

“So they’re trapped in there? Awake? Conscious?
 ”

“Something like that.” Sairis stepped away, carefully not looking at Roland. “Those golems you’ve been dealing with—I think they were made with the ghosts trapped by this sword. It’s drawing magic from them. From their futile attempts to cross the River, I think.”

“Can you do anything about it?” demanded Roland.

“I hope so,” said Sairis, “but I need to cross the River myself to find out. I need to spirit-walk. And you’re right—I am too tired for that. I’m afraid I might make a mistake.”

“Then don’t do it tonight.”

Sairis nodded. “To manifest like this on the physical plane, the ghosts must be quite powerful. They’re not far across the River. Some part of them is very much on this side of it.”

Roland gave a ragged laugh. “So the sword is haunted.”

“If you want to think of it that way, yes.” Sairis forced himself to cross the room again. “I am going to finish warding it. And tomorrow I’ll have a walk-about on the Styx. In the meantime, I’ll make sure that mouse isn’t hungry anymore.”

Warding the sword took about an hour. By the time Sairis was finished, he was well and truly spent. Activating the wards took more magic than he felt it ought to. That, or I’m not quite back to a hundred percent after losing all the blood in my body.


Then there was the mouse. Sairis caught it by the tail and broke its neck with one swift slap against the floor. Getting upset about this is idiotic, prince. I’ve done things I should be ashamed of. This isn’t one of them.
 And yet he could not bring himself to look at Roland where he sat on his bed
 .

Sairis pricked his finger and said the words that only another magician would have understood. He offered his blood to the ghost of the mouse. Newly killed creatures rarely wanted to leave. They were easy to bribe with blood, particularly the blood of a magician. Sairis had a theory that the blood of necromancers was especially intoxicating to ghosts, although he hadn’t met enough other necromancers to get many opinions on this theory. Karkaroth thought it was nonsense. They like magic. That’s all. Lots of magic in the blood has lots of appeal to a ghost.


The ghost could not drink without Sairis’s permission, of course, and his permission came with requirements. It was a contract, sealed with blood. Sairis waited patiently as the little creature took the blood, soaking up a bit of Sairis’s magic. Now the mouse’s ghost could stay on the mortal plane, doing whatever things a mousy ghost might do. Sairis’s instructions had been specific, though. The mouse had a goal now, a simple goal for a simple mind.

Sairis laid the splinter of mirror from the strategy room beside the mouse’s body. ”This,”
 he told it, ”this magic. I want you to find it in the place where I will send you. When you find it, you will come back to me, making note of the way.”


Then Sairis reached out with his still-bloody finger and wrote a rune on the full-length mirror that Daphne had acquired for him earlier in the day. ”You will hunt here,”
 he told the ghost of the mouse. “Go.”


Sairis knew Roland was still watching by the sharp intake of breath as something moved in the mirror. The faintest gray fog of a mouse sat up from the animal’s corpse where it was 
 reflected in the glass. It rose on ghostly feet and tottered about for a moment as though getting its bearings. Then it scampered under the reflection of the dresser and was gone.

Sairis turned to see Roland watching in fascination. “It’s...in the mirror now?”

Sairis nodded. “The world of mirrors is a strange one. Scholars disagree about where it really lies. Is it part of the Dreamscape? Is it in Faerie? Is it in Death? Somewhere between—some estuary where the Lethe meets the Styx? Is it a kind of pocket world? Is it another dimension? We don’t know, and that makes it more dangerous. You can get lost in mirrors. That’s why most people only use them for scrying, not for spirit-walking. People who mess around with mirrors end up dying in them.”

Roland licked his lips, trying to understand. “So you sent the mouse?”

Sairis nodded. “It’s small, and its instincts tell it to hide and not to be seen. Because it’s a ghost, it will find the smell of blood and magic extremely interesting. It will be able to match the scent from that fragment of the glass as well as any hound. Mice are good at running mazes, good at repeating patterns. That’s how they find food and return to it. If the mouse finds the source of the magic, I’m confident it will be able to lead me back to it. This is less dangerous than me trying to trace the magic through the mirrors myself.”

Roland did not look reassured. “As plans go, that sounds...fragile.”

Sairis felt suddenly too tired for this. He moved across the room, blew out the candle, and proceeded to strip off his 
 trousers in the dark on the far side of his bed. “Necromancy is fragile. People think it’s such powerful magic. And it is. But dead things are brittle. My hold on them is made of spiderweb and stardust. It’s delicate magic.”

“I didn’t mean that as an insult,” said Roland. “I was only worried about you following a mouse around in the mirrors after you talked about getting lost and dying.”

Sairis grunted. He slid under the covers and relaxed. It felt delicious to be horizontal.

After a moment, Roland’s voice drifted out of the dark, “I thought you would hurt it more. The mouse, I mean.”

“I didn’t ask to torture a mouse,” growled Sairis, “only to kill one. Now it’s having an extraordinarily exciting mousy afterlife.” The words might have been a joke if he hadn’t said them so harshly.

Silence.


Is that really how I’m going to end the day?
 Sairis stretched his arm across the bedside table between them. The space wasn’t large, but he couldn’t quite reach Roland’s bed. He wondered whether Roland would even catch the movement in the gloom. Sairis was about to withdraw his hand when big, warm fingers wrapped around his.

Sairis shut his eyes. It should not be this easy for him to turn my innards to mush.


At least in the darkness, his response wasn’t so embarrassingly obvious. At least that’s what he thought until Roland said, with a smile in his voice, “We could do it again.
 ”

Sairis wanted to say, “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” but he didn’t think he would sound convincing. He covered his face with his free hand. “Roland, as you have pointed out, I basically died yesterday. I am exhausted!”

Roland might reasonably have said, “You
 reached for me.”
 But he didn’t. He squeezed Sairis’s hand and let go. Sairis curled up on his side, away from Roland, and was sound asleep in minutes.



Chapter 27. Morning After


Roland woke at dawn out of habit, although there were no windows in the rooms of the Tipsy Knave. The rooms did not have fireplaces, either, as most visitors did not spend the night. The banked stove in the kitchen kept the living areas reasonably warm, and November usually kept a lamp turned down low in the hall. It shone under the door, providing enough light for Roland to find his clothes.

He paused beside Sairis’s bed and considered waking him up for a walk. Roland wanted exercise. But Sairis needs his sleep.


He was curled on his side, reminding Roland of a small animal, protecting his vulnerable parts even in slumber. His hair 
 spread like ink over the pillow. Roland watched Sairis’s sleeping face for a moment—those long, dark lashes, mouth relaxed, his brow unfurrowed. Roland wondered what Sairis would do if Roland crawled in with him, gathered him up and said, “Shhh, I just wanted to hold you. Go back to sleep.”


Probably incinerate me.
 Roland had never met anyone so starved for touch and so afraid of it. He wanted to say to Sairis, “Just tell me everything—what happened to you, how you’ve been living, even Karkaroth—if he’s your mentor and you love him. Tell me, and I’ll try to understand. I’ll try to make it all better.”

Roland knew that was foolishness. Every time Sairis chose to share another detail about his life, part of Roland tensed, waiting for the offense that could not be overlooked, forgiven, or fixed. It hadn’t come yet, but he could tell there was plenty Sairis wasn’t saying.

Am I falling in love with him? Have I lost my mind?

Roland had enough experience to know the absurdity of becoming attached to someone he’d known for three days. Still... It felt so good to feel
 something again, even if those feelings might be in vain.


What if Sairis wasn’t a necromancer?
 Roland asked himself. What if he was just an ordinary man I’d met here at the Knave? An ordinary man who’d never had sex before and was all twisted up about himself. What would I expect?


Roland had no trouble answering that question, because he’d lived it. I’d expect to coax him out of his isolation, give him some good experiences, and send him on his way. Soon he’d find 
 someone else—a better match for his temperament and for his station in life.
 Roland had always known that finding a permanent match for himself would be nearly impossible. Marcus, being another youngest son of a ruling family, had been a glorious exception.

Roland resisted the urge to stroke Sairis’s hair. That’s probably what will happen here. And maybe that’s what I need, too—someone to remind me that I can still feel things. Sairis and I will get this out of our systems, and then it’ll be obvious that we’re not a match.
 Maybe then the thought of watching Sairis walk away wouldn’t sit like a brick in Roland’s stomach.

I definitely want to give him a few good fucks—to show him that it’s not frightening, that he’s attractive, that there’s nothing wrong with him.

Roland was about to turn and head for the door when he caught a gleam of silver buried in the tangle of Sairis’s fingers against his chest. Puzzled, Roland moved in for a closer look. Spectacles?
 Sairis was clutching them, practically curled around them.

Roland stared for a long moment. He supposed Sairis must have had to wake up and fight for his life before. Roland knew plenty of soldiers who’d become so paranoid that they slept with their swords clutched in both hands. When your only weapon was your mind and the ability to think and see... Oh, Sairis. I swear if I do nothing else, I am going to make you feel safe.


Sairis stirred in his sleep, perhaps sensing Roland’s proximity, and Roland stepped away. He retrieved his own sword from under his bed. He’d decided against going for a walk, but there 
 would be plenty of room for exercise in the now-empty tavern. Roland stepped silently into the hall, thanking November for well-oiled hinges, and nearly ran into Daphne, tiptoeing towards the washroom.

Roland did a double-take. She was still in her clothes from last night, though they were rumpled and her hair was loose and messy. She smelled of cigar smoke and alcohol, though she wasn’t moving like a drunken person. She jerked back from Roland in a way that was not at all characteristic, and he was suddenly filled with alarm.

“Daphne, did something happen? Why are you... Where’s Anton? Did he...? Gods! I’ll—”

“Roland, hush!” hissed Daphne. “Everything is fine! Only I’d rather not be seen like this. Please lower your voice!”

Roland stared at her. “Did anyone hurt you?”

Daphne glared back at him, “No! And if I have to give an accounting, I’d like to know what you and Sairis were doing all night!”

Roland stared into her squinted glare and began to relax. He felt the beginnings of a smirk creeping over his face.

“Well?” demanded Daphne.

Roland crossed his arms behind his back in a parade stance and said primly, “We warded a sword, sent a mouse ghost into a mirror, and then went to bed. Your turn.”

“And how about in the palace earlier?”

Roland remembered Sairis’s blush in the kitchen. Daph doesn’t miss much.
 “We might have been kissing behind a tapestry.
 ”

“Ha!”

“I said ‘might.’”

“Oh? Were you doing something else behind a tapestry?”

“Daphne!”

“Roland! You have had all the fun since we were children!”

Roland let the grin spread across his face. “I know.” He leaned his sword against the wall and pulled her into a hug. “I’m glad you had fun last night.”

Daphne gave a shaky laugh. She spoke against his chest, her tone softer, more hesitant. “We just talked mostly. We talked all night, Roland. We only fell asleep about an hour ago, and then I woke up all stiff in my clothes in his bed—”

She broke off as though suddenly uncertain.

Roland gave her a squeeze. “Sounds like a good date.”

“It was so much fun! You left before it really got good. There were games and dancing. We met some people. Anton got so many compliments from the other men, he was bright red for half the evening, but he wasn’t...bad, you know? He wasn’t angry. He even danced with one of them after he had a few drinks.”

Roland’s grin faltered. “Did you tell him about me?”

A long silence. “I want whoever I marry to love you as much as I do,” she whispered. “If someone can’t do that, I need to know because it’s important.”

Roland tried to swallow the sudden lump in his throat. He couldn’t think of anything to say and just stroked Daphne’s hair.

“So, yes,” she continued. “I told him about you a while back, but I had to make sure.
 ”

“I love you, Daph.”

“I love you, too. How’s Sairis?”

“Kind of a mess.”

“But you like him?”

“I do.”

“You know how I said I’d marry you to a prince if I could?”

Roland started to laugh silently.

Daphne grinned against his chest. “Well, I could also use some really good magicians.”

“Shall I tell Sairis that you will trade my hand in marriage for an undead army?”

“Sounds fair.”

Roland laughed harder.

Daphne let go of him. She was grinning but promptly gave him a little shove on the shoulder that meant, “Pull yourself together.”

Roland subsided with an effort.

“Father’s funeral is today,” she said.

Daphne had always had this way of switching topics in the blink of an eye. It made her a good politician. Roland had never been good at it. He nodded, feeling suddenly cold. “Are we going to miss it?”

“I don’t think so,” said Daphne. “I need to take the blood oath. If I don’t do it, and Uncle Winthrop does, I think there’ll be trouble. I’m the first queen of Mistala. If they get a king, I think they’ll decide I was never meant to reign, even if I turn up.
 ”

Roland nodded. While the succession and all its attendant duties and privileges passed to the heir instantly upon a monarch’s death, the blood oath was an ancient ritual performed only at the funeral. It was the symbolic transfer of power, and Roland was sure Daphne was right. She needed to be there to take the oath herself and leave her own blood on the stone.

“Anton has promised me five thousand mounted knights,” she continued.

Roland sucked in his breath. “That’s...generous.”

“I intend to meet with the dean of magical studies from the university,” continued Daphne. “I’d like him and his colleagues to deal with the demon in the palace. I don’t want to risk Sairis right now. Some people may still believe he was involved in Hastafel’s attack. Let him stay out of sight. Soon everyone will have bigger things to think about.”

Roland looked at her critically. “You’re going to follow Uncle Winthrop’s advice? Throw everything at the pass before the snows come?”

Daphne’s eyes gleamed. “I don’t want to fight and fight and fight, Roland. I want to win.”

He nodded. Daphne had always been a risk-taker, willing to use bold strokes.

“I intend to send Uncle Winthrop to rally the border garrisons and lead them into battle. It’s what he wants. I hope it will be a salve to any ambitions he’s harboring.”

Roland frowned. “We still don’t know who colluded with Hastafel to kill us. What about Uncle Maniford?
 ”

Daphne was busy trying to brush out her hair with her fingers. “We have a demon in the palace, Roland. I think we can assume it
 was Hastafel’s accomplice.”


I don’t think that’s what Sairis assumes.
 “We don’t know—” he began, but Daphne shook her head.

“You and I will be riding to the border, Roland. No one in the palace will get a second chance to kill us. It’s possible that Norres was involved. He and his people are hiding something, but at this point, I don’t care what. They can send troops to the pass to be part of our victory or they can cower behind their walls and enjoy the contempt of a united Mistala and Lamont in the coming years. As for poor Uncle Mani, he will have to be locked in the dungeons until we figure out how much responsibility he bears and whether he poses a danger in the future.”

Roland blinked. “Wait a moment... You’re
 riding to the border?”

“With Anton’s troops, yes. They’re already on their way. He sent for them as soon as he got my message.”

Roland’s mouth fell open. “But—”

“Roland, Hastafel himself showed up in my strategy room! I am not safe, not even in our own palace. I intend to see this through myself, and you cannot argue that I’m safer here.”

Roland took a deep breath. “Yes. Alright. Just...”

“You’ll be coming with me. You and Sairis. We’re meeting Anton’s troops on the road. I’ll send messengers and pigeons to the garrisons as soon as I’m back in the palace. Uncle Winthrop can bring them and meet us on the road. This is my kingdom, 
 Roland, and I won’t have it said that I stayed away from the battle because I’m a woman.”

Roland considered. Well, at least I’ll be with you.
 “Alright.”

Daphne started forward. “As you can see, I have a lot to do today, and I’ve hardly slept, so please
 move so I can bathe and change clothes!”



Chapter 28. Marsden


Sairis woke to the unpleasant, prickling sensation of alien magic. He was up in a heartbeat, sliding his glasses onto his face, scrambling out of bed to put his back against a wall. The room didn’t make sense. Everything was in the wrong place. There were two beds, no windows, plaster walls instead of stone...

Sairis shook his head. I’m in the Tipsy Knave.
 Embarrassment hit an instant later. He was glad to see that Roland’s bed was empty. And yet that prickle over his skin continued. Not a dream. There’s another magician in the building.


Magicians were as territorial as cats. They could get used to each other, but there was generally a lot of hissing and spitting first. Sairis dressed with practiced speed, his eyes on the door, 
 but nobody charged into his room. Hastafel’s sword was quiescent in the corner within its circle of salt and runes. Nothing stirred in the mirror.

Sairis looked around for his shoes and realized he’d left them beside the stove in the kitchen. A few days of other people watching my back and I behave as though I’ll never have to run again.


Sairis shrugged on the coat he’d been using and filled his pockets with his few possessions. He considered taking the sword, but discarded the idea immediately. If he truly needed to run, it was more likely to hurt him than help him. Someone else would just have to deal with it. Sairis activated his cloaking charm and moved silently down the hall in stockinged feet. After a moment’s hesitation, he nipped into the washroom. No sense running with a full bladder if he didn’t have to. He took advantage of the luxury of an indoor pump, indulged in a savage scrub that he was too distracted to enjoy, and was back in the hall in moments, tiptoeing towards the kitchen.

Sairis caught the low murmur of voices, a clink of dishware. He wondered what time it was. Surely he hadn’t slept that late. Even if the effects of his fight with Hastafel were still with him, surely it couldn’t be later than mid-morning. So someone was having breakfast with...

Sairis eased his face around the door. Queen Daphne was sitting at the kitchen table cradling a cup of tea. The man sitting across from her, his back to Sairis, was not Prince Anton. Sairis recognized him at once from numerous scrying exercises. Lord Marsden, the dean of magical studies at Mistala University. He 
 was contemporary with Karkaroth, although he didn’t look it. His thick hair and beard were still dark brown with a distinguished peppering at the temples.

Marsden had sprung from the nobility, and could trace his line to royalty some three or four generations back. Before the Sundering, he’d specialized in glamours—little magics to alter and improve a person’s appearance for a limited period of time. He’d disappeared from sight when Roland’s grandfather began hanging magicians, but had been one of the first to reappear and offer his services when King Arnoldo asked for help to defeat the necromancer. Marsden had led the group of magicians who’d put down Karkaroth’s servants, warded his lands, and cut him off from most of his sources of magic.

Afterward, Marsden had been awarded the title of earl and the leadership of the new magical studies program. The university practiced what Marsden called “clean” magic. They did not traffic with inhuman creatures except to destroy or banish them. They never sent their own spirits into lands where man was never meant to walk. However, they would not hesitate to collar a “tainted” magician and use such a person for tasks beneath them. What was more, Marsden was quite good at fire magic. He was old and crafty, and Sairis had no wish to spar with him.

Has Daphne betrayed me?

“We can deal with it, my lady,” Marsden was saying in an earnest, fatherly tone. “I entreat you in the future never to make common cause with dark powers. Such people often do ill even when they intend to do good. It seems suspicious to me 
 that this demon’s appearance corresponds with a visit from a necromancer.”

Daphne sipped her tea. “I have asked you for a service, Magus Marsden. I have not asked for your counsel.”

Marsden’s back stiffened. Sairis had not missed the significance of the honorifics. “My lady,” not “Your Grace.” “Magus Marsden,” not “Lord Marsden.”

“I realize events have moved rapidly,” continued Daphne, “but I intend to take up my father’s mantle in every way. He assigned you delicate tasks. I hope I may continue to trust you as he did. And though you are my elder, I am your liege, and I hope you will not forget it.”

Sairis had the satisfaction of seeing Marsden’s ears turn a shade of puce that surely indicated a bilious liver. Sairis couldn’t tell whether the man was embarrassed or angry or both, but Sairis suddenly felt a good deal more confident of his own position and a touch of anxiety for Daphne. Does she understand the pride of an alpha mage?
 Marsden was not accustomed to reprimands, especially from a woman. At least it wasn’t before an audience. As far as he knows.


After a moment of stillness, the magician bowed his head, and said, “Yes, Your Grace.”

“Go talk to your people,” said Daphne. “Do not underestimate the demon. I want it eliminated in one stroke.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” He rose as though to leave, then turned abruptly towards the interior of the building.

Sairis jerked back, flat against the wall behind the door. He didn’t see me. He didn’t
 .


After what seemed an eternity, he heard Marsden say, “With respect, Your Grace, I entreat you to honor your father’s memory with regard to the servants of dark magic. On this day of all days. On the day of his funeral.”

There was the scrape of a chair, and Sairis divined that Daphne had stood up. “Magus Marsden, my father did not ‘honor the memory’ of his own father in regards to magic. He made the revolutionary decision not to hang you.”

Marsden gave a rumble that sounded like the prelude to a long-winded reply, but Daphne continued. “Like the Malconwys before me, I will think for myself and make decisions and laws that seem right for me and my people in the time and place in which we find ourselves. We live in a post-Sundering world, sir. A world of magic. And we will be overwhelmed by it if we do not learn to use it more effectively than we have thus far.”


Oh, she is really making him angry.
 Sairis felt certain of this even without trying to peek past the door.

After another silence, Marsden muttered a final, “Yes, Your Grace.” The outer door clicked open and shut.

There was a long silence in the kitchen. It was so complete that Sairis thought for a moment Daphne might have gone out with Marsden. Then she said softly, “Sairis?”

He swallowed and stepped around the door.

Daphne was sipping her tea, looking thoughtful. “I am going to my father’s funeral today. I will take the blood oath and then ride out with Anton and my personal guard. We will meet five thousand mounted troops from Lamont on the road, along with reinforcements from our border garrisons. We will join 
 Mistala’s army in the pass and crush Hastafel’s troops once and for all. I hope that you and Roland will accompany me. I would like to know what Karkaroth will think of all this, whether he might be induced to join us.”

Sairis took a deep breath. “He is very ill, Your Grace. He cannot come.”

Daphne nodded. She gave him a piercing look. “And if he could?”

Sairis looked away. “I cannot say, Your Grace. He has good reasons to distrust your family.”

“But he will not object if you accompany us?”

Sairis felt like a wretched, creeping thing. “No, Your Grace.” He met her eyes. “I would advise you to be careful of Marsden.”

Daphne smiled. “I believe he just told me the same thing about you. You think that he and his magicians can deal with the demon?”

“Yes. Probably.”

Daphne made a motion with her hand. “There’s a plate of sausages on the sideboard and bread warm in the oven. Get yourself some food. Sit down, eat, and talk to me about magic.”



Chapter 29. Unguarded


Roland found the tavern empty as expected, the chairs stacked, the front door locked. November and Hazel were asleep at this time of day. Light came dim and filtered through the high, clouded glass of the windows, illuminating dust motes in the quiet room.

It was easy to find enough space on the dance floor for exercise. Roland began moving through sword forms—first simple warm-ups, then the more rigorous forms that simulated real combat. His mind quieted as the exercise grew more intense, calling for his full attention, leaving him no space to think. After a while, he grew warm enough to take off his shirt.

He could not have said how much time had passed when someone coughed. Roland glanced towards the bar. Sairis was standing there in his socks and shirtsleeves. He looked like he’d been about to say something, but when their eyes met, he just swallowed.

Roland laid his sword on a table. He crossed the floor, still breathing deeply. Sairis took one step back as Roland approached and fetched up against the counter. The silver rims of his glasses caught the light as he tilted his head up. His eyes looked huge and dark
 .

Roland looked down at him. Well, maybe you’d like me to just throw you over the bar, but I don’t work that way. You have to ask.


“I—” began Sairis.

Roland didn’t try to fill the silence.

Sairis’s eyes slid down as though he couldn’t help himself. He spoke to Roland’s chest. “I was talking to your sister... Are you going to your father’s funeral this afternoon?”

“Yes.”

“And to the border afterward?”

“Yes.” Roland put one hand on the bar and leaned forward, bringing his face even with Sairis’s. “Where there is not likely to be a lot of privacy.”

Sairis swallowed again, his throat a sinewy ripple under his short, dark beard. His eyes flicked to Roland’s face.

“Why did you come here that first night?” asked Roland.

“I wanted someone to kiss me,” said Sairis, his voice a murmur like the rustle of pages.

“Do you still?”

“Yes.”

Roland leaned in and took his mouth. In spite of Sairis’s prevaricating, there was no hesitation this time. He kissed back with gratifying intensity. His hands came up to rest on Roland’s shoulders—delicately at first and then wandering up and down in hesitant fascination.

Roland’s hands slid down to Sairis’s hips and lifted the smaller man easily onto the countertop. Sairis’s arms went tight 
 around Roland’s neck for a moment, then loosened, and he laughed against Roland’s mouth.

Roland drew him close, hands spreading over his back, kissing his way over Sairis’s jaw and the side of his neck. After an instant’s hesitation, Sairis wrapped both legs around Roland’s waist. That felt almost too good. “Oh...” breathed Sairis against Roland’s ear.

Roland laughed—a rumble that made Sairis shiver. “It seemed like you wanted to do that yesterday.”

“Yes.” Sairis caught his breath. Words came in a rush as Roland rubbed against him through the fabric of their clothes. “Roland, you are so beautiful.”

Now Roland was really laughing.

Sairis trembled with some combination of arousal and embarrassment. His words stumbled over each other. “Why do you even want to do this with me?”

Roland was in the act of untucking Sairis’s shirt. He pulled back a little to look him in the face, his hand sliding over Sairis’s ass and the warm skin at the small of his back. Sairis had a flush of color in his cheeks. His lips, framed by his dark beard, looked pink. “You are smart and funny and absolutely adorable,” said Roland.

Sairis’s eyes slipped down again, over Roland’s chest and arms. “I’m a scrawny magician who plays with dead things. You—”

Roland felt a twinge of frustration. “I would gain a hundred pounds of fat and never swing a sword again if it would bring my friends back.” He snapped his mouth shut, surprised he’d 
 said such a thing at such a moment. Sexy, Roland. You are a true charmer this morning.


Sairis blinked.

Roland looked away. “I’m sorry. I—”

Sairis’s hands cradled his face. Roland hadn’t been expecting that. Sairis’s fingers stroked the hair at his temples. Roland dared to meet his eyes again. “I want you to kiss me,” said Sairis softly. “Please?”

Roland kissed him. His hands found their way under Sairis’s shirt again, stroking his back and sides. The two of them were finding a rhythm. Sairis’s breathing deepened. He pulled away at last and said hoarsely, “Roland...what do you...want to do?”

Roland nuzzled down his neck to trace Sairis’s collarbone with his tongue. Sairis’s hands tightened in his hair.

“I want to get you off,” purred Roland. “Again.”

Roland fancied he could feel
 the blush beneath his lips. “I really liked doing that.” He made enough space between them to run his knuckles over Sairis’s chest and stomach.

Sairis’s legs tightened convulsively around Roland’s waist. “Yes, but... Roland, for gods’ sakes stop tormenting me so that I can think.”

Roland stopped tracing his navel and kissed his ear. He ran his tongue around the rim.

Sairis let out his breath in a hiss. “You are going to make me climax in my clothes again, and this time I refuse to feel bad about it.
 ”

Roland laughed. “You shouldn’t have felt bad about it last time!”

“I didn’t even...finish you!”

“Sairis, I haven’t been able to get off, even with myself, more than a handful of times since Marcus died. I tried once with this village lad. It was the worst time I’ve ever had with a partner. I’m really enjoying myself with you. If I want something, I’ll ask for it.”

A moment of silence and this time, Roland just let him think. Sairis’s fingertips traced Roland’s jaw and cheek again—an instinctive gentleness that Roland found unexpected and touching. At last, Sairis said, “Are you usually the...the active or passive partner?”

“I’ve done both. I can enjoy both. May I unlace your trousers?”

Sairis nodded.

Instead of doing that immediately, Roland pressed his hand between Sairis’s legs and kissed him again. Sairis whimpered. His cock twitched under Roland’s palm. Sairis was panting when Roland pulled away. “Please, Roland, please,” he muttered, clinging to his shoulders. “Whatever you want. I don’t know what I’m doing.”

“And you hate it,” said Roland with a smirk. “Not knowing what you’re doing.”

“Gods, yes.”


Thank you for letting me see you like this. Thank you for trusting me.
 He didn’t dare say the words aloud. With Sairis’s trousers unlaced and opened, Roland tugged a stool over and 
 sat down. He grinned up at Sairis’s flushed and slightly startled face. Roland ran his hands up and down the taut muscles of Sairis’s thighs. He wrapped one arm around his waist, stroking up the inside of his leg with the other hand, and then lightly over his rigid cock.

Sairis’s eyes snapped shut, his long lashes dark against his cheeks.

“Just relax,” Roland murmured. “Enjoy it and don’t feel bad about anything.”

Roland ran his tongue around the head, one hand firm on the shaft. Sairis’s hands fisted in his hair, his ragged breathing the only sound in the quiet room. As Roland moved and licked, Sairis’s legs wrapped around his head. Roland could feel Sairis’s toes curling against his shoulder blades in a gratifying display of unconscious pleasure. Roland’s free hand spread over Sairis’s lower back, pulling him closer, feeling the muscles shift and tense as Sairis’s panting breaths grew faster.

When he spilled, hot and salty, into Roland’s mouth, Roland stayed on the stool for a moment. He pushed Sairis’s shirt up with the vague idea of kissing him on the navel because he’d liked being petted there. Roland glimpsed a long scar on Sairis’s rapidly rising and falling stomach—the spot where Hastafel’s sword had pierced him. He kissed that instead and felt him shudder again.

Roland glanced up. Sairis was leaning back on his hands against the counter. His glasses had slid down his nose. His parted lips and wide eyes looked charmingly artless and as unguarded as Roland had ever seen him
 .

Sairis’s eyes followed Roland as he stood up. He didn’t move, as though he were genuinely uncertain of what came next. Do you really think I would just leave you sitting there? Or say, “Get on your knees; it’s your turn?”


Roland scooped Sairis into his arms and folded him up against his chest. Sairis crumpled against him. His breath hitched in a way that made Roland wonder whether he might actually cry. You need to be held even more than you need to be fucked.


After an instant, Sairis brought an unsteady hand to his own face and took off his glasses. He set them on the counter without looking at them. Roland would remember that later—the way he just let go and pushed them away. Sairis buried his face against Roland’s chest and shoulder, his arms curling around Roland’s sides. Roland held him until his breathing became even again.

He was stroking Sairis’s hair when Sairis said, “May I...touch you?”

Roland smiled. “Anything you like. I can’t promise I’ll respond as I normally would. Like I said, I haven’t...been myself lately.”

Sairis’s hands ran over the naked skin of Roland’s back and sides, caressing curves of muscle, tracing the scars. He took his time. Roland had to admit, there was something flattering about being explored in this way. Sairis had a kind of clinical curiosity that might not be wholly erotic in nature. Roland suspected that Sairis would have dissected a dead bird with the same inquisitiveness. Still, the feel of his delicate, clever fingers 
 tracing the muscles of Roland’s stomach was...stimulating. By the time Sairis got to the laces of Roland’s trousers, Roland’s cock was tenting the fabric.

He shut his eyes with a soft grunt as Sairis’s hand stroked over his shaft. Sairis really was just exploring. His fingertips caressed Roland’s balls, then cradled his cock as though he were enjoying the weight of it. “You are proportional everywhere, aren’t you?” muttered Sairis.

Roland gave a shaky laugh without opening his eyes. “Is that a compliment?”

“It is.”

The mounting sense of tightness in his balls made him think of Marcus. Marcus kissing him, fucking him, whispering hilarious, filthy things during boring state dinners. Marcus dying in his arms. A different bodily fluid—hot blood—soaking through Roland’s shirt and trousers.

“Roland.”

Roland opened his eyes. Sairis was nose to nose with him. He searched Roland’s face. “What are you thinking?”

Roland felt certain that speaking his thoughts aloud would kill every trace of the erotic charge between them. Instead, he said, “Do you want me to fuck you?”

Sairis’s cheeks went a little pink again.

“Or,” continued Roland, “did you want to fuck me?”

“You got it right the first time.” Sairis’s hand tightened around Roland’s cock, rubbing him in and out of his sheath. Roland’s breathing stuttered, sped up a notch. Sairis noticed. 
 Roland could sense his pleasure in having produced an effect. His hand moved a little faster.

Roland leaned forward with both hands on the bar, his forehead against Sairis’s, focusing on the sensations. “Is that...always what you’ve wanted?” asked Roland between breaths.

“No. You just...seem like you’d be good at it.”

Roland choked on a laugh. Sairis paused in his strokes to run a thumb back and forth over the sensitive head. Roland groaned. In a moment of sudden bravery, Sairis leaned forward and murmured in his ear, “You could have had me the night we met if you’d wanted. Or any night after. Over the bar, the bed, the godsdamned strategy table.”

Pleasure spiked through Roland’s belly and groin—a sweet, sharp shock that made him gasp. It hadn’t happened that way in so long—no struggle, no inner turmoil, no dark well of sadness. When he opened his eyes, Sairis was grinning at him—that mischievous grin that Roland had loved on the night they met.

“You are so cute, Sair.”

Sairis kissed him. Roland covered his mouth, folded him up in his arms. Sairis’s heart beat hard and steady against his chest, and Roland felt at peace for the first time in a long time.



Chapter 30. Spirit-walking


Sairis had been thinking about all kinds of things when he went upstairs to talk to Roland—magic, Marsden, Daphne, the border, Hastafel, ghosts... When he walked back down, he wasn’t thinking about much of anything. He felt as though he’d been hollowed out and filled with white light. No wonder people are willing to risk so much for sex.


The look in Roland’s eyes when he’d crossed the empty dance floor... Sairis swore that he would never forget it as long as he lived. Heat and certainty and that confidence that powerful men often radiated. Sairis had seen it before, but never turned to kindness or even to lust, only to violence. He’d never been the object of that kind of desire.

And Roland with a sword, sliding through forms like a dancer, every line of him like a painting. Sairis wanted to shut his eyes and relive the entire last hour over and over.

But he couldn’t. He needed to take Hastafel’s sword into the Shadow Lands and figure out how it had trapped its victims. Ordinarily, that would have filled Sairis with keen academic curiosity. Now he could barely drum up interest.

How do people go on with their lives?

He wanted to ask Roland. He wanted to know whether his feelings were reciprocated or whether he was...what? Abnormal? Foolish? Unbalanced? Well, I already know the answer to that
 .


But Sairis didn’t dare. What if I asked and he didn’t know what I was talking about?


Roland certainly didn’t seem burdened with introspection. He followed Sairis into their room, his shirt bunched in one hand, his sheathed sword in the other. He yawned and rubbed at his eyes. “Gods, what am I going to wear? I suppose I’ll have to change at the palace.”

Sairis set to work chalking runes for a new circle beside Hastafel’s sword. Roland paused to frown at him. “Are you still going to do the...the spirit-walking?”

“Of course.”

Roland said nothing for a moment. “How dangerous is it truly?”

Sairis glanced at Roland over his spectacles. “Roland, I’ve been doing this for almost as long as I can remember—since before I had a mentor or properly knew what magic was.”

Roland cocked his head. “With a... What did you call the sword? A spirit vessel?”

“No, that’s new.” He scratched his head. “The sword makes me think of a focus. If it is Hastafel’s focus, we could really hurt him with it. Although using a spirit vessel as a focus seems strange, and I can’t imagine why he’d risk losing it.”

“What’s a focus?”

Sairis licked his lips. Careful.
 “Magicians often use an object to channel and store magic. A focus can protect a magician from many forms of magical attack—certain kinds of binding, for instance. It’s difficult to collar a magician who has a proper focus.” Sairis went back to drawing runes. He thought Roland 
 might ask a question, so he kept talking. “It’s a relatively new technique, not common before the Sundering. Not everyone uses such tools, but a sorcerer like Hastafel—someone who can’t make much of his own magic—he seems even more likely to employ a focal instrument.”

“Do you—?” began Roland and then broke off with an intake of breath.

Sairis looked up. The mouse was back. Its shadowy form darted to and fro across the mirror, pawing at the glass as it attempted to fulfill its contract. Sairis rose slowly, dusting the chalk from his hands. “Well. That’s interesting. I didn’t expect it back so soon.”

Roland had retreated a few steps. Sairis often forgot that ordinary people found ghosts unnerving. He couldn’t understand why. The little creature was entirely harmless—more so now than when it had been alive. Sairis crouched and touched the dried blood of the rune on the glass. The mouse ghost came to the other side and waited patiently now that it had his attention.

“I think I’d better see what the mouse has found first,” murmured Sairis. Half-formed theories unspooled through his head. The events of the last few days began to rearrange themselves.

“Be careful?” Roland still sounded worried.

Sairis rolled his eyes. “I am just going into the mirror to spy. It would be difficult for someone to hurt me under these circumstances, and I will not get lost with the mouse. I’m not truly going anywhere. I’m not gating, only spirit-walking. Here, I’ll show you.
 ”

He went over to the circle that he’d already drawn and added a few finishing touches. He didn’t need salt for this. Sairis lay down in the circle and composed himself. He’d already positioned the mirror to include this part of the room. He took a few deep breaths, quieting his mind, slowing his heartbeat, sinking...

If Sairis had been a new practitioner, this might have taken hours, but he’d done it so often that he could sink into the necessary trance in a matter of moments. He came out of it by degrees, a delicate process like peeling a grape. Sairis sat up. He appeared to be in the same room, although everything was backwards. Most importantly, Roland was only in the mirror, along with Sairis’s prone body.

The sight of his own body under such circumstances always gave Sairis a queasy sensation. He’d told Roland the truth when he said that his spirit would be safe. His body, on the other hand, was defenseless. He had a visceral desire to flee back to it. You’re not in your tower. You’re in a hostile city. How can you possibly take such a risk?


Sairis forced the panic down. This is a safe place. Roland thinks so, and I have decided to trust him.


Roland was watching Sairis’s body intently. Sairis had to rap on the glass before he turned. Roland’s eyes darted between Sairis’s body in the room and his phantom image standing in the mirror.

Sairis breathed on the glass and wrote, “Spirit-walking.”

Roland swallowed. “Can you hear me?
 ”

Sairis nodded. He could hear Roland, but Roland couldn’t hear him unless he placed the proper spells on his own side of the glass. Sairis didn’t want to do that just yet. He didn’t want to do anything that would make the veil thinner here or his own trail easier to follow.

Sairis waved and tried for a lighthearted expression. Have fun at the old bastard’s funeral.


Roland stepped right up to the mirror. He placed his palm flat against it. Without quite knowing why, Sairis reached out and put his own phantom hand flat against Roland’s, separated by a finger’s breadth of glass and a world of magic. “Be safe,” whispered Roland.

Sairis breathed again and wrote, “See you tonight.”



Chapter 31. Back in the Palac
 e


Something was bothering Roland. He told himself that it was just the aftermath of his first enjoyable sexual encounter in a year. Now he just wanted to spend the day in bed with Sairis, touching him, making him smile, and telling stories. Roland definitely did not want to leave his new lover lying on the floor, looking remarkably like a corpse. Roland did not want to go 
 to a funeral or think about his father or be reminded of other funerals that had been cruelly brief in the mountains.

Roland told himself that this was the source of his discomfort. And yet, for some reason, he kept seeing Sairis from the night before, writing a rune in blood on the mirror after he’d made the mouse ghost.

That reminds me of something. What?

It took all of Roland’s willpower to leave the tavern half an hour later with Daphne. They were dressed in plain clothes. Some of Anton’s people met them at the stable entrance, and by the time they swept into the palace, the queen’s guard had swarmed about them, heady with excitement and bristling with weapons. Daphne asked whether Uncle Maniford had been out of his rooms this morning. Upon learning that he had not, she issued an order that he and all of his attendants be detained there. “Be polite, but firm,” Daphne told the guard. “Do not say or do anything to alarm him. Magus Marsden and some of his people will be meeting you at the suite, and you are to follow their instructions.”

Roland was taken to his rooms, where a valet dressed him. He was turned out in stiff blacks, a simple wig, and uncomfortable shoes. And all the while, Roland kept trying to figure out what Sairis’s actions reminded him of.

Daphne’s question: “What would have been required to prepare the glass?”


Sairis’s answer: “Runes written in his own blood on both ends of the gate. That’s the easiest way. But I can’t imagine that Hastafel 
 would trust anyone with his own blood. He’s never been in your palace, has he?”



No, of course he hasn’t,
 thought Roland. But what if the blood came from someone else? What if a magician colluded with Hastafel by sending him their own blood or a mirror? Then all they would have to do is put their mark on our end.


As he walked through the palace corridors in formal procession with Daphne, Roland rehearsed the ill-fated conference from three days ago. Most of the guests had never been in our strategy room. If one of them did something to the mirror, it probably happened right there under our noses.


Roland listened with half an ear while Daphne spoke with one of her advisors. “Your Grace, King Norres would like a word with you in private. I believe he has gotten wind that you were...uh...in confidence with Lamont during your disappearance. He is not pleased to have been left out of any negotiations.”

“I will speak with him after the funeral,” said Daphne.


It’s got to be Norres,
 thought Roland. He remembered the man’s surly attitude and unreasonable demands. He certainly wishes us ill. He distrusts Lamont. He beats his child. He doesn’t respect Daphne as a ruler.


Another part of Roland’s mind laughed at the idea. Norres, a secret magician?
 It was difficult to imagine. Falcosta persecuted its magicians mercilessly. Still... I’ve seen men dancing in the Tipsy Knave by dark, and loudly reviling “perverts” in the light of day. Guilt can do odd things to a person. Could Norres be a self-hating magician
 ?


Roland tried to picture where everyone had sat in the room. We took a break for lunch,
 he remembered. Daphne stayed in the strategy room. Uncle Mani spoke with her. Could he have done it?


But Uncle Mani seemed, if anything, an even poorer candidate for secret wizard than Norres. Roland had known Uncle Mani all his life. It was easy to imagine his uncle being seduced by a succubus, but it was very difficult to imagine him keeping a secret like magic for decades.

Roland thought back to the moment he and Daphne had entered the room. Everyone was milling around, eating, drinking tea, and talking. Anyone could have tampered with the mirror during that time.


Duke Winthrop met the queen’s party in the formal audience hall. Roland was relieved to see that his uncle had brought only his personal retinue, and they weren’t unduly armed, considering the circumstances. “Your Grace,” said Uncle Winthrop, bowing deeply. “I am glad you have safely returned to us.”

“Uncle,” said Daphne, “thank you for acting on my behalf in my absence. I realize you were put in a difficult position, and I am sorry for it. However, I needed to get to the bottom of this assassination attempt. I promise you, my time out of sight was well-spent. It seems Uncle Maniford has been manipulated by a demon.”

Winthrop’s surprise seemed genuine. “What sort of demon?”

“A very charming sort,” said Daphne discreetly, “or so I’m told. I have sent Marsden to deal with it. The magicians seem to feel that Uncle Mani may not be wholly responsible for his 
 actions or even wholly conscious of them. I intend to lock him away until he has been restored to himself and then make a decision. The demon will be banished.”

“Marsden?” said Winthrop carefully. “Not the necromancer?”

Roland could hear the question hanging in the air: Where is he?


But Daphne only nodded. “Yes, Marsden. I am sending you to rally the border garrisons, Uncle. I intend to strike with everything we can muster before the snows fall. I am riding out with my guard and Prince Anton to meet five thousand mounted knights from Lamont. You will meet us in the pass.”

Winthrop swelled, a look of satisfaction on his face. “Yes, Your Grace. I believe this is a wise course. A risky one, but the best under the circumstances.” His eyes flicked to Roland and he inclined his head.


I had nothing to do with this decision,
 Roland wanted to say, but it was not his place to speak.

“The necromancer—” began Winthrop.

“Magus Sairis is none of your concern, Uncle,” said Daphne. “If we are clear on our course of action, let us go put my father to rest.”



Chapter 32. Mirror Maze


Sairis wasn’t sure what to expect when he followed the mouse out of the door of the inverted room inside the mirror. His spirit had walked in the Shadow Lands on the edge of Death and in Faerie where the Styx became the Lethe. He’d walked in dreams and even used magic there. But he’d never walked more than short distances in mirrors—only between runes that he’d set himself. Those passages had been almost instantaneous. Sairis suspected that a mouse following a thread of magic would not take such a direct route.

One glimpse through the door of the inverted room confirmed his suspicions. Sairis fixed his eyes on the mouse and tried to keep them there. The mirror maze.
 Sairis had read about it, but never seen it. This was what happened when you wandered without a tether.

Sairis seemed to be walking in a space of infinitely refracted light—a hall of mirrors that opened in three dimensions around him, throwing back nothing but his own image into eternity.

What was more, if Sairis let his eyes linger on the reflections for more than an instant, he had the sense of his own essence diluted by the endless repetition—spread out, thinned into nonexistence. Sairis gritted his teeth and focused on the mouse. It had no reflection. It was a ghost with no body and no true place in the world of the living. Sairis suspected that it 
 did not see the mirror maze at all, although what it did
 see, he couldn’t imagine.

The mouse moved with quick confidence, dipping this way and that, turning, then bounding ahead as though following an invisible trail. Sairis latched onto its sense of purpose. Purpose was everything in the mirror maze.

At one point, the mouse stopped and flattened itself against the ground. Sairis stopped, too. He waited for long moments, enduring the eerie silence, resisting the urge to make a noise if only to reassure himself that he could.

Something passed them by. Sairis didn’t see it, but he felt it—a cold shadow that made all the reflections flicker—one of the nameless creatures that hunted in the void. I am not really here,
 he told himself. I am asleep in a locked room in a tavern on the mortal plane...
 Then the hunter was gone, and the mouse was moving again.

Sairis could not have said how long he walked before he noted changes out of the corners of his eyes. The reflections began to break into fractal patterns—spirals of light that made it even harder not to turn and stare. The patterns fanned and flared and became more colorful. Sairis was positive that they now reflected more than his own image.

The mouse took a sharp turn and, out of nowhere, a doorway appeared. It was as though it had lain across their path in some other dimension, revealed only by the perfect angle. Sairis wondered if such doorways lay all around him. Perhaps the fractal patterns revealed a clue, if only he could read them
 .

The mouse paused on the edge of the doorway. It had fulfilled its contract, but it was now thoroughly in thrall to a necromancer. The sudden lack of purpose would be terrible. Sairis knelt and murmured a spell that would calm it. He said, “Wait for me a moment and then take me back the way we came. I will give you more blood after that.”


He should, in fact, send it down the River. Otherwise, it would forget how to properly die and end up haunting the Tipsy Knave. But it was only a mouse, and Sairis had larger concerns.

He stood at the edge of the door for a long moment, looking into the room. It was a private chamber with a canopied bed in green silk, a desk, a washbasin, and a dressing table with a large mirror. Sairis felt certain that this mirror was his vantage point. Once he stepped in front of it, he would be able to see who was in the real world beyond. For the moment, he couldn’t see them, and they couldn’t see him.

Sairis could, however, see the inanimate details that lay in front of the mirror. More accurately—he would see objects that had remained in the same place for a long time, items with a well-worn reflection. As he studied them, all of his earlier suspicions flared anew. The mouse came back too fast.
 Distance in mirrors wasn’t the same as distance in the real world, but the two were related when a creature was following a thread of magic instead of gating.

The wall hangings included more floral patterns than Sairis would have expected in a warlord’s chambers. In fact, the whole room looked both too permanent and too impersonal for Hastafel. Sairis didn’t think it could belong to any of the magicians 
 at the university, either. The furniture was heavy wood, the tapestries thick and expensive. They were all neutral colors. There were no weapons, maps, grimoires, or even mundane books. There were no paintings of human beings, only hunts and flowers. And yet this was the source of the magic from the shard of glass in the strategy room.

Sairis couldn’t see the entire space. Details faded into fractal spirals around the edges where the mirror did not reflect a view. Still, he thought he had a good idea of the layout and perhaps even a good idea of where the room was located. He thought the design of the tapestries looked familiar.

Sairis scrutinized the mirror itself. It was worth using a bit of his own magic to do a true examination. He was not surprised to find it warded.

Sairis felt fairly certain the glass had been used for gating or at least for scrying. That meant that sounds might carry from his side. Indeed, a paranoid practitioner might have made certain they would.

Quietly, then, on tiptoe, Sairis crossed the room and looked through to the mortal plane. He saw a young man whom he did not recognize lounging against one post of the bed. He had dark, curly hair, a full mouth, and green eyes that seemed unnaturally bright. Sairis followed his gaze to the desk, where a second individual was furiously stuffing things into a bag.

Sairis abandoned caution. “So,” he murmured, “it was you...”



Chapter 33. Blood and Magic


The blood oath was always taken at the boundary stone in the palace courtyard. The stone didn’t look like much. It was a rugged, dark gray mass about the size of a kitchen table, mostly flat on top with indentations that sometimes held rainwater or snowmelt. By long tradition, the stone was not sculpted or shaped in any way. Lichen and moss grew along the shady side. In his childhood, Roland had watched birds bathe there, and he’d even seen an unattended horse drink from the stone once. Marcus had once dared him to do the same, and Roland had shaken his head, horrified. “It’s got the blood of my ancestors in it!”

Marcus had shrugged. “Only every seventy years or so. Blood washes away.”

“Have you ever drunk from yours?” demanded Roland.

“No. I sat on it and read a book once. The hollow is perfectly ass-shaped!”

All of the major border lords had boundary stones of their own, and most of them took the blood oath in the same manner as the king. A number of villages had them as well, although most were nowhere near the current borders of Mistala. Roland assumed this was because borders tended to shift.

Villagers held the stones in almost religious regard and would sometimes take marriage vows or other serious oaths by 
 shedding blood upon them. Fantastic stories involving boundary stones were legion. Everyone seemed to have a second cousin’s brother’s sister who’d been granted a wish by a boundary stone, or raised a valuable animal from the dead, or had gotten into Faerie. It was said that the stones were always warm, like a living thing. And, indeed, snow tended to melt, rather than pile, atop them. Some people claimed that if you put your ear to a boundary stone, you could hear a distant heartbeat. Roland had tried this as a child, but heard nothing.

Legends claimed that the stones had been worshipped in the days before steel swords and perhaps even before bronze. Some priests of the modern gods attempted to incorporate the stones into their own legends, while others held the stones in contempt. Boundary stones were entirely outlawed in Falcosta, where they were considered a foreign cult. People from Lamont tended to scoff at them as superstitious nonsense—an idea shared by many at the university. However, even the most skeptical citizens of Mistala expected their king to take the blood oath. It was a tradition as old as the kingdom.

It was also traditionally uncomfortable. No chairs were placed for the ceremony, no awnings, rugs, or even straw. Horse dung was shoveled away, but that was all. Witnesses were expected to divest themselves of iron and steel before attending. They stood in a circle around the boundary stone and waited for Daphne to burn a token from her father and cut her own palm over the ashes. She would use an obsidian blade—stone over stone. Her blood would pool in the ancient rock where her father’s had pooled and his father’s before him
 .

Roland was relieved that Daphne did not make a show of greeting Anton before the ceremony. Tensions with Falcosta were strained enough without making her private confidences even clearer. Daphne greeted Anton and Norres together with equal formality and invited them to view the blood oath. Norres said nothing, not even to thank her, which was rude, but at least he did not make accusations.

Roland walked with the royal procession, his sword abandoned in his room in deference to the ancient ceremony. Mistala’s formal audience hall included stone and glass knives that might be worn to this event. However, they were not mandatory, and Roland felt he’d had enough interactions with obsidian blades of late. Guards around the edges of the courtyard would be properly armed, and that was what mattered.

Roland’s eyes skipped around the circle of faces as he took his place. Most of the major barons were represented, Uncle Winthrop standing among them. The parties from Lamont and Falcosta made the circle bigger than Roland suspected it had been on his father’s oath day. Roland had been nine years old at the time, and all he could remember was his father’s hand dripping blood over the stone and the voices of the witnesses shouting, “Long live the king!”

His thoughts returned to the strategy room. He scanned the foreign faces, trying to remember which had been at the council meeting and where they had sat.

Daphne walked to the boundary stone. She walked alone in a display of isolation and responsibility. No advisor, spouse, family member, or priest could stand with her. There was to be 
 no power behind the throne. “I have come to take my oath,” she said, “as queen of Mistala by virtue of my birth and the wishes of my father the king.”

Four pallbearers emerged from the palace, and the circle of witnesses made way for them. A fifth walked behind, bearing a lit torch.

Unfortunately, another long-standing tradition of the blood oath was the removal of the old king’s token by the new king during the ceremony in view of witnesses. Arnoldo had been sealed into his coffin on the day of his death. He’d been embalmed, but decay would still have set in. Roland did not envy Daphne her task as she calmly unlatched the coffin, broke the official seal, and opened it.

A faint reek drifted across the courtyard. It must certainly be overwhelming standing above the coffin, but Daphne did not flinch as she reached inside and cut something with her glass knife. She held aloft a lock of gray-brown hair. “Let any who wishes to look upon the face of the king step forward.”

Nobody did.

“Let it be known that the king is dead and that he will not walk.” This last phrase had been added to funerals in Roland’s lifetime. It was a tactful way of saying that the king’s head had been severed from his body before being placed in the coffin. This new tradition was a direct result of Karkaroth’s reign of terror in Roland’s grandfather’s day. Many people still resented the mutilation of their dead. Perhaps it’s just as well that Sairis isn’t here
 .


In his mind’s eye, Roland saw again Sairis cutting his hand—a gesture that was eerily reminiscent of what Daphne was about to do. Blood and magic. No one would have called the boundary stones magic. Magic was something new and dangerous. The boundary stones were old and familiar—guardians of the realm, living history. But Roland wondered... Magic isn’t truly new, is it? Just changed.


Daphne shut the coffin and latched it. She laid the lock of hair upon the stone and held out her hand for the torch. As the hair burned, she said, “So passes Arnoldo Malconwy. I, Daphne Malconwy, take up his duties. I swear to serve Mistala as her ruler and protector, to place her needs above my own, and to love her people as my children for as long as I draw breath. I swear this in my blood and the blood of my ancestors.” Daphne sliced her palm over the smoldering ashes of the token. Her blood pooled in the hollow of ancient stone, mingling with the ashes of her father’s token. “The king is dead,” she murmured.

And Roland held his breath. He hadn’t thought about this part. What if the witnesses did not give the traditional response? Or what if they did? What if they said...

“Long live the queen!” shouted someone. And then they were all shouting it. For the first time in Mistala’s history, the new refrain echoed in the ancient courtyard, “Long live the queen!”

Roland realized he was grinning. His eyes were wet. Mistala has a queen.
 He felt as though a hidden gear had clicked over. Mistala has a queen. And maybe a prince could marry another 
 man, and maybe magic does not have to be our enemy. The world is changing, and I just heard it shift.


Daphne raised her slender fingers, wet with blood, in the traditional salute to her people.

Roland’s smile froze.

Slender female fingers, bloody. He could see them, wrapped in a bit of cloth, clutching an ever-so-sharp embroidery needle. Bruises on her wrists. Bruises that had distracted him, made him forget the blood...

Roland’s eyes skipped over the party from Falcosta—back and forth, growing more frantic. Where is Candice?




Chapter 34. In a Time Before Bronze


Sairis braced himself as Princess Candice whirled from the pack she’d been stuffing. She might attack him, but she was an untrained thirteen-year-old, and it was a risk Sairis was willing to take. Maybe we can get to the bottom of this without anyone getting hurt.


Candice was only startled for an instant. Then she scowled at him. “What are you
 doing here?
 ”

“Trying to find out who got me stabbed with a magic sword,” said Sairis mildly.

“He stabbed you with it?” This, from the boy lounging against the bedframe.

Sairis looked at him more closely. There was something familiar about the timbre of his voice... “You’re cute when you’re angry. You won’t beat him like that, though.”



It’s the demon.
 Sairis wished he’d taken a closer look before revealing himself. A quick glance with true sight showed a crystalline aura brimming with magic, the like of which no human could possibly possess. It was an astral aspect, alright, and powerful. For one heart-stopping moment, Sairis thought it was unbound. But no. The binding was just...imperfect. Who is controlling this thing?


“You’re who he was expecting to fight,” whispered Sairis. “He brought the sword for you.”

The demon grinned, his perfect mouth twisting into something unkind, but still beautiful. “Half right, baby necromancer.”

Sairis studied him. “Both of you. When Hastafel turned up in the strategy room, he expected to find both of you, because...” Sairis’s eyes darted between them. “She’s a sorcerer.”

Candice rolled her eyes. “Aren’t you going to say sorceress?”


“You sent Hastafel a mirror with your own blood in it,” continued Sairis. “You invited him. Why?”

The girl went back to stuffing supplies into a pack. “You seem pretty good at telling the story. Why don’t you just keep talking?
 ”

“You made sure you weren’t actually present when he arrived,” murmured Sairis. “Did you lose your nerve?”

Candice looked like she really
 wanted to say something, but swallowed the words.

“Or was it an accident?” mused Sairis. “Did you just miss your rendezvous? Did you actually intend to fight with him, or did he plan to betray—?”

“Where is the sword?” interrupted the demon. Sairis wondered how he could ever have mistaken its green eyes for human. They seemed to glow even in the light of the lamps. They all have animal forms. What is this one’s?
 His open shirt revealed a slender waist, a hairless chest of lean muscle—androgynous beauty, doubtless suited to the tastes of thirteen-year-old girls.

Sairis looked at Candice. “Did Hastafel offer you the demon’s true name? In exchange for Hastafel’s victory over Mistala?” That would make sense... Sorcerers are nothing without demons.
 “You’re trapped in a kingdom that abhors magic with a father who will kill you if he finds out. He’s about to marry you off and that will make it even harder to hide. You need a demon. Hastafel promised you one. He promised you its name, so that you could properly bind it and draw magic from it.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to marry this fellow, Candy?” drawled the demon. “You wouldn’t even need to talk. He just does it all himself.”

Candice gave the demon a kind of affectionate sneer. Sairis wondered whether she had, in fact, bound him. She wasn’t behaving like a thrall. So he hasn’t seduced her. Not yet. But she hasn’t properly bound him, either
 .


“The baby necromancer is about as interested in your body as Roland is,” continued the demon, “but he’d be truly useful. Great source of magic. I say collar him.”

Sairis could not repress a flinch, in spite of the fact that the demon was obviously baiting him.

“I don’t even know where his body is, idiot,” snapped Candice. “Anyway, you’re enough of a handful.” She finished with the pack and straightened to give Sairis her full attention. “I know what you’re doing with Roland. I couldn’t figure it out at first, but then I heard about this blood oath they do in Mistala. And now I see.”

Sairis put phantom hands into phantom pockets and refused to be drawn. “We don’t need to be at odds, Candice.”

“I don’t think we are. I think we both want to stop Hastafel. Not because we’re heroes. Not because we care about Mistala or Falcosta or Lamont. We want to stop him because we’re nobody’s slaves. As for these kingdoms who hate magicians... I think we’d both like a bit of revenge.”

Sairis almost said, “I don’t want revenge.” It was on the tip of his tongue, but...

Candice’s dark brown eyes had a well of anger behind them that Sairis could understand. “Hastafel thinks that the Shattered Sea will be ruled by magicians,” continued Candice. “He thinks that only people like us can win battles and keep peace in a post-Sundering world. I think he’s right. But here’s the part he doesn’t understand: he’s from the old world. Hastafel, Karkaroth, stupid old Marsden. They were all born before the 
 new magic. They’ll never be natives. They’re not the heirs to the Shattered Sea. We are.”

It was quite a speech for a child. Sairis stood there and tried to think of a way to win her without violence. Or maybe we should just have a fight.
 Without a properly bound demon, Candice would not be strong. Not unless she’d acquired some very powerful artifacts. Sairis’s powers were limited under these conditions, but he felt certain he could drag her ghost into the mirror, at least temporarily.


But how likely is she to cooperate after that?
 Sairis knew exactly what it felt like to be rendered helpless. It didn’t make a person cooperative. Besides, the demon was a wildcard. Demons did not typically defend sorcerers who were trying to bind them, but this one was playing a deep game. If it decided to intervene on Candice’s behalf, Sairis might be outmatched. Let’s try going back to basics.
 “What is the sword?” asked Sairis.

Candice smiled thinly. “Where
 is it?”

“You know I’m not going to tell you without knowing more. What did you—?”

“Have you always known about the Mistalan boundary stones?”

Sairis was momentarily confused by this change of subject. “The...what?”

“The blood oath the king takes, the way the villagers treat the stones, making blood offerings and such. You’ve lived here all your life. You’ve surely noticed it. Karkaroth must have an opinion. We don’t have that stuff in Falcosta.”

Sairis said nothing
 .

“Are you fucking Roland?” Candice had her head on one side, a nasty gleam in her dark eyes. “You seem like the type, but I’d never have suspected him. That would make the spell stronger, I suppose. Maybe a lot stronger. Do you love him?”

Sairis didn’t trust himself to speak. What kind of forbidden grimoires have you studied to learn such a thing?


“Those stones are part of something powerful. I wonder how it worked in the old days.”

“Sacrificial blood magic.” Sairis was hardly aware of speaking aloud.

“It doesn’t get any stronger than that,” said Candice. “I bet the villagers used to sacrifice living people in the time before bronze. The boundary stones...they’re altars, aren’t they?”

Sairis wanted to take a break from this conversation and gather his thoughts. I have vastly underestimated this young woman.


“The village shamans...or healers...or witches...they must have drawn magic stored in the stones,” continued Candice. “They probably didn’t even call it magic. They probably called it religion. And it would have worked even before the Sundering...with enough sacrifices.”

“Yes, well, we don’t live in a time before bronze,” snapped Sairis. He was aware that his tone revealed how much she was getting to him. “We don’t sacrifice people anymore.”

“Necromancers do,” purred the demon.

“Royal blood...” murmured Candice. “Do the stones even know that Mistala can have a queen? If the magic only 
 recognizes a male line, it would be like sacrificing the king. Can you even imagine how much power...?”

“Tell me about the sword!” barked Sairis. “Tell me, or I leave, and you will never find it.”

Candice shook her head. “Blood magic is a trade. To get the most power, you need to trade something you love. Doing it right is terribly difficult. I suppose most people shut their eyes and pretend...right up until the end...that they’re not really going to do it.”

There was a tiny sound from the direction of the door on Candice’s side of the glass—an intake of breath, perhaps, or a person dropping something. When Sairis glanced that way, he saw that the door was ajar. Was it like that before?
 He didn’t think so. Someone has been listening. For how long?
 Sairis had a sinking feeling. Everything was going sideways.

The demon crossed the room, silent as a cat, and flung open the door. Sairis was not entirely surprised to see Roland standing there, his hand raised as though to push against the wood, but frozen. He looked surprised. His eyes met Sairis’s in the glass.

Sairis gathered himself. He wanted to say all kinds of things, but he never got the chance. At that moment, King Norres hurried into the room, giving Roland a suspicious look as he shoved past him.

The man’s eyes lit upon the demon, then slid past him to Candice. “I knew it,” he hissed. “No wonder you don’t want to marry a decent man. You little whore.”



Chapter 35. Norres



“Royal blood... It would be like sacrificing the king. Can you even imagine how much power...?”
 The words ran round and round Roland’s head without quite making sense. Sairis’s expression when their eyes met was...guilty? Roland told himself that wasn’t true. Sairis was just startled. So was Roland. He hadn’t wanted to marry Candice, but he’d borne her no ill will. Her apparent collusion with Hastafel felt like a personal betrayal, although he supposed that wasn’t fair. She’d certainly been in a bad situation.

As though to emphasize this, King Norres arrived before Sairis had a chance to explain anything. The man was intensely suspicious. Now, seeing the beautiful boy standing between Candice and the king, Roland supposed the king’s suspicions must have been well-founded.

As the king began hurling abuse and accusations at his daughter, Roland glanced towards Sairis. Get out of here before someone else sees you!
 Surely the combination of her father and the university magicians would be enough to deal with Candice. Even if she was a magician, she was young and couldn’t have had any training.

Falcostan guards were filing into the hall behind Roland. Their captain started into the room behind the king and then 
 hesitated. This was sensitive family business. “Highness,” said the captain to Roland, “you need to leave.”


Absolutely not.
 Roland shot a glance at the mirror and was horrified to see Sairis waving his arms. He was shouting something. His voice, though audible, came as though at a distance, and Roland could not catch the words over the murmur of the guards and the enraged voice of their king.

“You have brought shame upon me,” Norres snarled at Candice. “Shame upon your house and your mother’s name. Rutting with some lowborn peasant like a bitch in heat. Parading him before a foreign court! I present you with a handsome man of royal blood, and this is how you repay me? You’re not fit for a decent husband. I suppose some upstart merchant may have you. One of the elders. He won’t care if you’ve bedded half of Mistala, so long as you’re of royal blood. If you bear a bastard child, that will at least prove your womb, though the mongrel will have to be strangled.”

Candice had backed up against a dresser. She had her head down in what Roland suspected was a long-practiced gesture of submission and fear. Roland felt ill. He wanted to intervene, although he wasn’t sure how. Saying the wrong thing here could start a war. He thought that the captain might forcibly escort him from the room, but the captain was distracted by a disturbance at the far end of the hall. A subordinate pushed his way to the front. He began a furious muttered conversation with his leader. Roland seemed momentarily forgotten.

“You have stolen from me, Candice,” breathed Norres. “You will make it right. You will pay the debt. But first a lesson must 
 be learned.” He took another step towards her, and the boy moved, quick as an eel, to stand squarely before the king.

“You’re not going to hit her, are you? I think that would be a bad idea.” Something about the boy’s voice made the hair at Roland’s nape prickle. Have I met him before?


Norres did not even look at the boy as he delivered a well-practiced cuff that sent the youngster staggering into the bedframe. He reached his daughter and seized her arm in a white-knuckled grip. “Who is he? Some village scoundrel you met on one of your walks? I’m going to take him apart in the dungeon.”

Candice raised her head, her face inches from her father’s. Roland was struck by the similarity of their faces. The same bone structure...and the same rage. Candice wasn’t afraid. She was angry and trying to hide it.

Norres saw it, too, and slapped her hard with his free hand. “Don’t you dare give me that look, girl! Answer!”

The boy got to his feet, shaking his head like a dog who’d been kicked. He looked far less concerned than the situation warranted.

The Falcostan captain beside Roland spoke suddenly to Norres, raising his voice to get his king’s attention. “My liege, Mistalan magicians are asking permission to enter the suite. They seem to believe there is some danger here.”


Oh, gods.
 Roland remembered where he’d heard the boy’s voice.

“Tell the Mistalans they can go bugger each other,” snapped Norres
 .

Candice spoke to the boy without taking her eyes from her father. “Mal, get out of here.”

“No.”

“That is an order.”

He grinned. His front teeth were very sharp. “The thing is, Candy, I don’t actually have to do what you say.” His voice went a little deeper on those words, and he changed.
 The boy dissolved into black smoke, reforming almost instantly into the largest leopard Roland had ever seen. He sprang upon Norres, his claws flashing across the man’s face in a spray of blood. As Norres began to scream, Roland heard the leopard murmur, “She had a secret, asshole. Just not the one you thought.”

Crunch.

Roland was propelled into the room by the rush of guards behind him. He caught sight of Marsden struggling to get through, cursing and shoving. The leopard stood over the body of the king, his jaws and whiskers crimson. He took a few lazy slaps at the circling guards. Then, to Roland’s horror, he whirled and fled into the mirror. “No!”

Sairis seemed just as surprised. He staggered back, but the demon kept running and disappeared past the edge of the glass.

Roland’s relief was short-lived. As Marsden charged into the room, Candice screamed and pointed to the mirror. “The necromancer! He brought a demon, and it has killed the king!”



Chapter 36. Leverage


Sairis knew he should have seen it coming. She really is too clever by half. Godsdamned sorcerers.
 Candice shot him a look that might have contained a shred of regret, before collapsing beside her father’s corpse in a fit of convincing tears. Sairis only had time to take one step backwards before Marsden’s binding spell hit him like a hammer.

The force of the blow sent Sairis to his knees. The university magicians might not have much skill with spirit-walking or negotiating with inhuman entities, but they were excellent at binding and killing. The spell was non-specific—a brute-force instrument that would have trapped any magician or magical creature for at least a few moments. It was intended to hold Sairis in place while further measures could be taken.

Sairis felt as though someone had filled all his limbs with lead. Each hand was a sandbag that weighed forty pounds, his fingers clumsy sausages. He could not have reached for a weapon, even if he’d had one. It was difficult to breathe, difficult to utter a spell, impossible to get a hand into a pocket or prick a finger for blood.

Panic washed over him. Not again. Never again.


Sairis stared at Marsden from hands and knees as the older magician approached the glass. Marsden was examining the mirror with magic while his acolytes began muttering spells 
 in the room behind him. They were warding the space to seal it. Their spells would be reflected onto Sairis’s side of the glass. He had perhaps a minute to extricate himself before he was trapped here.

“Stop!” someone shouted. The voice seemed far away.

Marsden’s eyes locked with Sairis’s. They were blue, just a little darker than Roland’s. “Where is your body, necromancer?” murmured the older magician.

Sairis was breathing in short, sharp gasps. Even his lungs felt heavy. He didn’t try to speak.

“I can diffuse your spirit into the mirror maze,” said Marsden. “Wherever you are, you won’t wake up. Or you can tell me and you may live.”

“Let go of me,” hissed Sairis. Inside, he was drowning. He felt certain that his body was drenched in sweat on the floor of the tavern.

“Wrong answer,” said Marsden.

The breath left Sairis’s lungs, and he could not draw another. His body in the tavern was going to die because his spirit didn’t believe he could breathe, and he was panicking, panicking...

“Stop!” Roland grabbed Marsden by the shoulders and wrenched him back from the mirror. “Are you deaf?! I gave you an order! Stop!”

Marsden looked at Roland with cool surprise. Sairis felt the spell loosen as the magician’s attention shifted. He gasped for air.

“With respect, Your Highness,” said Marsden, “I have an order from the queen to detain the demon who colluded with 
 Hastafel to kill you both. This necromancer appears to be controlling it. We need to kill or capture him.”

“And I’m giving you an order to stop,” boomed Roland in what Sairis supposed must be a battlefield voice.

Marsden was clearly confused. He spoke more hesitantly. “An order from the queen supersedes an order from...” He peered at Roland more closely. “My lord, you have a strange aura. I believe you have been the victim of magical influences.”

Sairis’s heart was beating in his throat. They are going to take Roland aside. By force if necessary.
 Roland had bought Sairis a moment to think, a moment to breathe. But only a moment. Use your brain, Sair! It’s the only thing you’re good at!



Leverage!
 shouted a voice in his head. You need leverage! A hostage, a threat, something to bargain with, a trade.


Sairis wished now that he’d done something to hold Candice. He couldn’t have held her for long, but probably long enough to secure his own release. If he could bind someone in the room, literally anyone...

And then he knew. Sairis screwed his eyes shut. I really am a monster.
 But he drew the breath Roland had bought him, and he said the words.

*  *  *  *

Roland’s knees unhinged with such startling suddenness that for a moment he thought someone had kicked him. He dropped to all fours, feeling disoriented. Tremendous weight pressed his body down. He wondered if something had fallen on him. A dresser? The roof?
 He tried to push himself up. His 
 arms felt heavy. An invisible vise clenched around his chest. What in the hells?


Magicians were shouting. Someone was bending over him. Roland tried to speak, but it was difficult to get a breath.

He heard Sairis’s voice, a grating snarl. “Let me go.”

Roland raised his head. Sairis was glaring up at Marsden, his teeth bared like a wild animal. Marsden made a strangled sound of mingled outrage and disbelief. He murmured words that formed like ice in the air.

Roland choked. His throat closed entirely, strangling.

Dimly, Roland heard someone shout, “It’s magical resonance, sir. You’ve got to stop. The prince will die! He’s not a magician; he can’t take this!”

Roland slid to his elbows. Then his chin hit the floor.

Another string of incomprehensible words from Marsden.

Air rushed back into Roland’s lungs. His whole body shuddered as the weight lifted and he lay there bonelessly, breath wheezing painfully in and out. Through his streaming eyes, Roland saw Sairis stagger to his feet and stumble away, past the edge of the mirror.

–––––––
 –

Thank you for reading The Knight and the Necromancer!

The story continues in Book 2: The Border

Roland and Sairis have escaped from a traumatic assassination attempt, solved the mystery of their attacker, and enjoyed plenty of heavy petting along the way. Roland knows that it’s too soon for love, but he feels like he’s falling head over heels.

However, in the final moments when their attacker is revealed, Sairis does something unthinkable. He transfers a brutal spell to Roland, nearly killing him, and disappears.

Roland is left reeling, struggling to cope with his injuries, and wondering whether everything Sairis said and did was a lie. Did Sairis seduce Roland only to use him as a hostage? And if not, what has happened to Sairis?


Start reading...
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