
        
            
                
            
        

    






[image: A close up of a logo Description automatically generated]


[image: ]


Published by: Pavonine Books

Cover by Starla Huchton

© 2020 by Abigail Hilton. All rights reserved. This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This material may not be reproduced, modified, or distributed without the express prior permission of the copyright holder. Artwork is displayed by agreement with the artists. All artists hold the copyrights to their work.


Table of Contents


Chapter 1. Resonance



Chapter 2. The Empty Room



Chapter 3. A Word with Anton



Chapter 4. Collar



Chapter 5. Helpless



Chapter 6. Traps



Chapter 7. Marsden Makes a Request



Chapter 8. Flaw



Chapter 9. Contract Negotiations



Chapter 10. Burn



Chapter 11. Into the Hills



Chapter 12. Fighting



Chapter 13. Illusions



Chapter 14. Away from the World



Chapter 15. Ambrosia



Chapter 16. Warmer



Chapter 17. The Ridge Road



Chapter 18. Jonas



Chapter 19. Villain



Chapter 20. Pigeon



Chapter 21. Watering Hole



Chapter 22. Thorough Inspection



Chapter 23. The Demon and the Princess



Chapter 24. Sorcerers and Their Demons



Chapter 25. Into the Sword



Chapter 26. The Tower and the Forest



Chapter 27. Faces of Lord Hastafel



Chapter 28. The Meadow and the Moat



Chapter 29. The Stone in the Sword



Chapter 30. Good Demon



Chapter 31. Mosshaven



Chapter 32. Back Where We Started



About the Author




Chapter 1. Resonance


“Your Highness? Your Highness, I know this is difficult, but you must concentrate for a moment. The necromancer gave you something. A coin, a bit of jewelry, a handkerchief. If it is still about your person or in your rooms, we need to dispose of it so that he will have no more hold over you. Can you think of what it might be?”

Roland was lying in soft sheets. He felt as though he’d been fighting for a day and a night and then drunk two bottles of wine. The man in front of him swam in and out of focus. “Wha—?”

“The necromancer, Your Highness. The one called Sairis. He transferred a spell to you. Or...he made you share it with him. He must have given you something that allowed him to do this. Can you think of anything he gave you?”


His hand? His heart?
 Roland shook his head, trying to clear it. Maybe not that last thing.
 He felt numb in more ways than one. His tongue moved in his mouth like a foreign object. “He didn’t...give me anything.”

The university magician shook his head. He offered a cup of cool water. Roland nearly choked as he tried to drink it. He thought he was in the palace infirmary. Everything seemed too bright
 .

“You are safe, my lord,” said the magician at last. “The resonance is dissipating. We can protect you from future attacks as long as the resonance is not renewed. But if you think of anything he gave you, please tell us.”

Roland nodded.

He must have looked as lost and baffled as he felt, because the man leaned over him with a look of concern. “Lord Marsden’s spell was intended to hold a necromancer. It was never meant for a mundane person. Today will be difficult, but you will recover quickly. Tomorrow will be better. I am sorry, Your Highness. We are all glad you are alive.”


Did he get away?
 Roland tried to say the words aloud, but sleep opened like an abyss, and he slid down into its dark maw.

Sometime later, Roland opened his eyes to see Daphne sitting beside his bed. He seemed to be in his own rooms now. She was holding his hand, running her fingers gently along the prominent veins. A trickle of moisture moved soundlessly along her nose and dropped, warm and wet, onto his skin.

Roland squeezed her hand. Or tried to. His fingers responded clumsily. Daphne’s gaze snapped to his face. His sister never showed the usual signs of grief—no red eyes, no runny nose, no sobs. Roland couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her cry. “Daph?” he croaked. “What’s wrong?”

She smiled. She started to speak, cleared her throat, and tried again. “Roland, I am so sorry.”

Roland’s heart dropped into his stomach. “He’s dead.”

Daphne looked at him for a long moment. “You mean Sairis?
 ”

Roland didn’t trust himself to speak.

“No, he seems to have gotten away. You, on the other hand, were barely breathing for a while.”

Roland managed a smile. “I’m feeling better.”

Daphne looked at him skeptically. “I’m not going to ask you to demonstrate that by standing.” She sighed. “Roland, I made a mistake. I got cocky, and I made a mistake. I shouldn’t have invited him. I put him in your path. And now...I’m afraid he’s hurt you twice over.”

Roland licked his lips. “Daphne, he was scared. Marsden was torturing him. He did what he had to do to get away.”

Even as he said the words, Roland could hear Candice’s voice murmuring, “Blood magic is a trade. To get the most power, you need to trade something you love.”



No,
 thought Roland. It wasn’t like that.
 Still, he was glad Daphne hadn’t heard Candice. She might misunderstand. She might think something awful.

“Roland, you have always been so kindhearted. I thought the war might change you, but it hasn’t. Once you’ve decided that someone is your friend, you won’t hear anything against them.”

Roland wanted to jerk his hand away from her. “He was
 my friend.” Is.


Daphne’s face relaxed into her political mask. Roland hated it when she looked at him that way. “I led a small party back to the tavern, Roland—a couple of magicians, a handful of guards. I went myself. Sairis was gone. He took the sword. There wasn’t anything left but chalk on the floor.
 ”

Roland’s head felt foggy again. He tried to shake it off. “The demon... It ran into the mirror. It—”

“If the demon had killed him, I doubt it would have taken the clothes Sairis had been wearing and everything from the dresser drawers. He took his shoes from beside the stove, Roland.”

Roland shut his eyes, opened them again. That’s good. It means he got away.
 Aloud, he said, “What did you expect? Marsden was blaming him—”

“He could have left a note. He didn’t. He didn’t even speak to the proprietor before he left. She was still asleep. He didn’t wake her or anyone else. If he’d meant us well, he would have left a message. A few words chalked on the floor would have been enough. He didn’t even bother to do that.”

Roland felt cold. “The demon...” he said weakly and then sat up straight. “Good gods. I can’t believe I didn’t mention this earlier. Candice is a sorceress. She was the one controlling the demon.” Or colluding with it anyway.


Daphne didn’t look surprised. “By the time anyone thought to look for her, Candice was gone. Stable hands say she rode out in the morning. This was yesterday, you understand? The incident was yesterday.”


Yesterday...
 Roland’s eyes flicked to the sunlight glowing around his drawn curtains, then to the ornate clock in the corner of his room. The time was just after nine in the morning. Sairis had been gone for almost twenty-four hours. Did the spell hurt him as much as it hurt me? I know he heals quickly, but...he was 
 all alone. He didn’t have a horse. He didn’t have supplies or food... or friends.


Daphne’s sharp eyes watched his face. Roland did not dare voice his thoughts.

“Candice fled less than an hour after her father’s death,” continued Daphne. “That left the Falcostan barons in charge of their party. They didn’t tell me their thoughts, but I don’t believe they have much interest in chasing after their dead king’s youngest daughter. Not when he has two perfectly healthy sons at home. They left within the hour to bring news of his death to their capital and to crown his heir. My guess is that Candice will have a lot of difficult questions to answer if she ever returns to Falcosta. I have circulated her description and orders for her arrest. At least she will not cause trouble in my palace again.” Daphne hesitated. “I do pity her. She was in an unenviable position.”

Roland nodded. “Yes. But surely you see how none of this was Sairis’s fault.”

Daphne folded his large, callused hand between her slender ones. “Roland, I have spoken at length to our magicians—not just to Marsden, but to others as well. They say that Sairis could not have transferred the spell to you without preparation. The magicians were certain you must be carrying a token from him—some innocent gift or bit of pocket change. However, when I explained that we’d been sharing close quarters, they admitted other possibilities. A lock of your hair cut while you slept, fingernail clippings, a bit of his magic in your food or 
 wine. These things would have been easy for him...given the circumstances.”

Roland shook his head. “He wouldn’t.”

“I suppose most people shut their eyes and pretend...right up until the end...that they’re not really going to do it.”


No.

Daphne’s voice was maddeningly gentle. “Roland, he planned this in advance. Maybe he only meant to use it as a last resort, but he did
 lay a trap for you.”

Roland’s eyes stung. “No.”

Daphne squeezed his hand. “I find it very hard to forgive people who hurt my little brother.”

Roland laughed, a broken sound.

“I have delayed our departure by two days for you to rest. Do you feel that you may be able to ride in a wagon tomorrow? The magicians say you will begin to recover your strength quickly over the next day, and I want to get on the road.”

Roland huffed. A wagon?
 “I will ride a horse
 tomorrow, thank you.”

Daphne smiled, her hazel eyes crinkling to slits. She leaned over and kissed him on the forehead. “I really am going to find a prince for you to marry,” she murmured. “A good and kind one who keeps mice as pets.”


Roland snorted a laugh. “I’m not giving up on him, Daph.”

“I know. That’s the saddest part.”

“If I go looking for him when this is over, will you try to stop me?”

“No. But I will send an army with you.
 ”

“Daph—”

“We’ll talk about it later, Roland. After we’ve conquered Hastafel, his golems, and his maniac troops. If we manage to do that, we’ll try wrangling your treacherous necromancer boyfriend.”

She was speaking lightly, and Roland chose to take it in a joking tone. “Alright. As long as we’re clear he’s mine.”

Daphne squeezed his shoulder. She stood and gestured to the bedside table. “There’s broth, but it’s cold. I’ll have the kitchens send up a hot meal. You must be famished.” Roland had planned to have a try at standing when she left. However, his eyelids were already feeling heavy. He decided to rest them. Just for a moment.



Chapter 2. The Empty Room


When Roland opened his eyes again, he was disgusted to see warm afternoon light around his curtains. The clock said two. Bugger all.


The kitchens had sent up more food, which had gone cold again. Roland ate it anyway. He hadn’t felt hungry when he woke, but as soon as he smelled the fragrant sauce, it was all he 
 could do to keep from swallowing bites whole like a starving wolf. Does Sairis have anything to eat? He didn’t have any money. Is he on the road somewhere, trying to get back to Karkaroth’s tower? Is he hiding in the woods?



Idiot,
 snapped a voice in his head. He can command ghosts. He can apparently transfer unpleasant experiences to other people. Maybe you should worry about your own problems.


“It wasn’t all a lie,” said Roland to the empty room.


Not all of it,
 whispered the awful voice of reason. But some of it?


He remembered how hard Sairis had fought their attraction. I thought he was just inexperienced. Was he feeling guilty, instead? Trying not to get attached to someone he was planning to use?


“Did he give you anything?”

Roland couldn’t think of a single thing. The idea of Sairis surreptitiously cutting a lock of his hair for use as a contingency plan made him feel ill. It seemed so cold and calculating, so at odds with the sensitive young man he’d held and kissed. If he’d asked for my hair, I would have given it to him. If he’d given me a token, I would have worn it over my heart. Even if he’d said, ‘This could save me, but it will hurt you.’ I would have done it willingly. There was no need to sneak.


Roland thought back to their first meeting. Sairis had
 seemed cold, then. That icy glare, his bloodless scowl. “You don’t know much about magic.”


Were my first impressions correct? Before lust clouded my judgment? Before he decided I might be useful and let me..
 .

Roland pushed the plate away without touching the sticky desert. In his mind’s eye, he saw Sairis’s palm extended across the counter of the bar, hesitant as a bird. A wild creature fearing a trap.

He saw Sairis sitting on that same counter, leaning back on his hands, his glasses sliding down his nose, his eyes so wide and so dark.

Roland rubbed at his face with the heels of his hands. I am going to keep turning this over and over, and there will be no answer. Only Sairis can tell me what he did and why he did it. And he is not here.


He didn’t leave a note.

That revelation cut deep. More than anything else Daphne had said, that part had penetrated. Roland didn’t want to admit it, even to himself. He couldn’t bear the idea of Sairis in his arms, considering how best to take advantage of the situation. But he couldn’t think of any reason for Sairis to leave without a word. No reason apart from guilt.

Nothing to say to me, Sair?

Roland tested his legs and gingerly stood up. He was weak, but getting stronger. He moved around the room, relieving himself in the chamber pot, finding a bowl of predictably cool water in the washbasin. He scrubbed himself without falling over, then located the plainest trousers and shirt in his closet. Roland dressed, pleased with his returning ability to manipulate buttons.

He paused before the mirror. Without thinking, Roland reached out and put his hand flat against the glass
 .

“I’ll see you tonight.”

“Sair.” Roland knew he was being foolish, but he glared into the mirror anyway, willing it to show him more than his own reflection. “Sairis!” He bit down on the word, afraid he’d bring guards.

Roland blinked moisture from his eyes. He stared into the mirror, but only his own face looked back—drawn and paler than usual. His fine, blond curls were plastered to one side of his head, his blue eyes fever-bright, his beard in need of a trim. “I want an explanation,” he said to the mirror. “Did you set out to trick me? Or did it come as an afterthought?”

Roland screwed his eyes shut and turned away. “No, no, no... I don’t believe...” I don’t believe he left without a note.


This notion gave him a sudden sense of purpose. Daphne didn’t know Sairis. She hadn’t teased trust from that fragile smile. He hadn’t died in her arms. She hadn’t coaxed him out of a crowded tavern when he was almost too weak to stand, hadn’t carried him unconscious to his bed, hadn’t kissed him until he gasped with pleasure. She hadn’t talked to him for hours or made love to him. She did not know him. A voice in Roland’s head whispered that in three days’ time, he certainly could not claim to fully know Sairis either, but he pushed this aside.

Sairis was afraid he was being pursued. Maybe he didn’t leave a message in any obvious place. Maybe he didn’t leave a message for Daphne. But I know he left one for me.

Roland felt as though he’d worked out a puzzle. The weight lifted from his mind and he finished dressing almost cheerfully. A valet waited outside his door. “I am going into town on 
 horseback,” Roland told the man. He didn’t intend to waste any more time by walking. “I need a horse, but not Cato. Not my destrier. Some unremarkable nag. And while they’re saddling it, you might as well trim my beard.”

*  *  *  *

By the time Roland reached the Tipsy Knave, it was a little past three o’clock. November and Hazel were awake and busy in preparation for the evening. Hazel gave a cry when she opened the door in the alley. Roland thought for a moment she might hug him. “We were worried for you, Jack. We heard...”

“Thank you,” said Roland. “I know Daphne was already here, but, I need to look at the room. Have you moved anything?”

They hadn’t. November came downstairs when she heard he’d arrived. Unlike Hazel, she had no compunctions about hugging him. “Roland, I am so sorry. The scoundrel just buggered off, and we slept right through it. I’m not sure what we could have done to stop him, though. Him being...what he was.”

Roland sighed. “I’m still not sure he meant us harm. May I see the room?”

November gave him a pitying look, but she led him down the hall, threw open the door, and lit the lamp. The mirror still stood in one corner. The two circles of chalk lay opposite. Nothing seemed out of place.

In spite of Daphne’s visit, Roland proceeded to look in all the obvious locations. He opened the drawers of the dresser. He lifted blankets and pillows. He checked under the beds and under the mattresses. He looked in the pockets of the remaining 
 clothes. He examined every bit of floor and walls where Sairis might have scrawled a note. He looked behind the mirror. He even looked in the emergency hiding place behind the back wall of the closet.

Nothing.

Roland wondered whether the message might be magic, whether it might respond to his touch alone. He felt a surge of genius and placed his palm flat against the mirror, exactly as it had been two days ago. Roland fully expected to see words appear on the glass, perhaps as if written in foggy breath. The romance of the idea delighted him.

Nothing happened.

By this time, November and Hazel had departed. Roland heard them whispering at the end of the hall. “—can’t bear to watch.”

“Like someone torturing a puppy.”

“—I’d strangle the bastard with my own hands if I had him here and damn the consequences.”

“Don’t care if he’s a bleeding sorcerer. It’s what he’s done to poor Jack that makes me—”

“Did you see his face?”

Roland shut the door. He realized he was in danger of sitting down in the middle of the room and weeping. “No,” he told himself fiercely. “It’s here. I know it’s here.”


It isn’t,
 murmured the nasty voice of reason. If he hid a note
 this well, he must not have cared whether you found it.


Roland went over to the chalk circle where Sairis’s body had been lying when Roland last saw it. He stood in the circle for 
 a moment, examining the room and the mirror. Finally, he lay down. He was a bigger man than Sairis, and his body did not fit. A voice in his head whispered that this might be a dangerous thing to do. Sairis had nearly killed him two days ago. Roland wasn’t sure what actions might renew the magical resonance, but he probably should find out before he placed himself in one of Sairis’s summoning circles.


“Never let a necromancer touch you.”
 Roland nearly choked on a laugh. It’s a bit late for that.


He stared at the ceiling, half expecting to find himself sitting up on the other side of the glass the way Sairis had done two days ago. Maybe the message was in the world of the mirror. He would sit up, a note would be lying on the bedside table, and it would explain everything.

Nothing happened. Nothing good, nothing bad. Just nothing.

Roland swallowed the lump in his throat. I need to go back to the palace. I need to pack my things and consult with Anton about troop deployment. I am shirking my duty while chasing after a man who does not wish to speak to me and who may have tried to kill me.
 Roland’s chest ached, but he mastered the feeling. I need to set aside this business with Sairis. If I could organize a retreat with Marcus’s blood still on my clothes, I can do this.


Roland started to sit up...and something moved in the mirror. He froze, staring so hard it made his eyes water. You imagined it.


No, I didn’t
 .

He lay perfectly still for so long that his hip began to ache from the awkward angle. Then, slowly, a pearlescent shape crept out from under the dresser within the reflection. It was so faint that Roland was afraid he would lose track of it if he looked away. The mouse came cautiously to the edge of the mirror and seemed to stare mournfully at him.

Roland’s stomach sank again. The little creature did not have a note clamped in its phantom jaws. It seemed utterly dejected. “Did he abandon you, too?”

Roland moved carefully towards the mirror on hands and knees. The mouse backed away, poised to flee, but it seemed curious at the same time. Roland could not understand why he’d ever been afraid of the pitiful thing. “I am sorry,” he whispered.

He touched the glass, and the mouse came forward to sniff his fingertips. Its ears perked forward. “I don’t have any blood for you,” said Roland. “I don’t have the right kind.”

The mouse seemed to agree, because it sank back down, disappointed, but still watching him. Then it turned and whisked across the floor to disappear under the reflection of the bed. Roland couldn’t help turning to look for it under the real bed, but of course there was nothing to see. He was about to get to his feet when a glint from the shadows drew his attention.

Roland squinted. He’d already looked under the beds. However, from this angle, he could just make out something lodged in the crevice between the wall and the floor at the head of the bed where Sairis had been sleeping. Like many buildings in the old section of town, the Tipsy Knave had been remodeled 
 on numerous occasions. The floor was uneven and had probably been laid several times.

Roland got up slowly. The object didn’t look like a piece of paper. It looked like... Wire? It certainly didn’t look like a note.

He crossed the room and tried to move the bed, but he was still damnably weak. He had to get down on his stomach to pluck the object out of the crevice between the wall and the floor.

Roland knew what it was as soon as his fingers touched it, even before he lifted the object into the lamplight.

Sairis’s glasses.

Roland stared at the round lenses, the delicate silver frame. They were folded. Roland remembered that Sairis often held them that way, clutched in one fist, while he slept. Such a strange way to treat glasses. Had he been holding them when he lay down in the circle? Roland couldn’t remember.

If he’d dropped them when he sat up from the summoning circle...if he’d been frantic and weak and disoriented...he could easily have kicked them under the bed by accident. Roland imagined Sairis racing around the room, gathering his things, wrapping the sword, searching for his glasses, then giving up. Glasses could be replaced.

No.

The wrongness of it sat like a brick in Roland’s stomach. He slept with them like a soldier with his sword. He wouldn’t leave them
 .


Then what? If the demon had gotten him, there’d be a mess here. His glasses wouldn’t be the only thing left behind. He certainly wouldn’t have gone into the kitchen and collected his shoes.


This isn’t a note,
 whispered a plaintive voice in Roland’s head. He didn’t leave these for you. He didn’t leave anything for you.


Roland turned the lenses over in his hand. They should be scratched the way Sairis treated them, but they weren’t. Roland supposed Sairis could repair them with magic. If he could heal himself from a sword thrust, he could surely fix his own glasses.

Why would he leave them?

Roland walked from the room, hardly seeing where he was going. November came up beside him and took his hand. “Jack,” she whispered. “You know we all love you, right?”

Roland smiled at her.

“Did you find what you needed?”

Roland hesitated. “I’m not sure.”



Chapter 3. A Word with Anton


Roland hardly saw the narrow streets of Chireese as he rode his nag back towards the palace. It was less than three 
 hours until seven o’clock. He had to fight the insane notion that if he just went back to the Tipsy Knave and waited on a stool in the corner, Sairis would appear. Roland thought about finding him there, impossibly alive, after Hastafel’s wolf demon had stabbed him.

He was hurt and alone, but he didn’t miss our appointment...

“Roland, I am so weak right now, you wouldn’t need a mage collar to take me to the border.”

I asked if he had somewhere to sleep...

“The wards I placed on the inn room where I was staying have been breached. I daren’t go back there.”

Roland had completely forgotten about that. Someone was looking for him right after the strategy room burned. Could it have been Candice’s leopard demon?
 That was possible, but Roland could think of another possibility.

As soon as he reached the palace, he went to the infirmary, hoping to find some of the university magicians. Many of them specialized in healing. It was safe, respectable magic. When Roland found one, he asked, “Do you know where Marsden is? I’d like a word with him.”

The magician looked surprised. “Magus Marsden departed with Lord Winthrop’s caravan, Your Highness. They left yesterday soon after your...accident. As soon as it became obvious that you would recover.”

Roland’s eyes narrowed. “How
 soon after?”

The magician scratched his beard. “Two hours? Three? I believe it was in the morning, my lord.
 ”

Roland heard himself say, “Thank you,” and hurried from the room.


I have to find Daphne. I have to... No.
 Roland stopped in the middle of a hallway. He took two deep breaths. Not Daphne.
 If she ordered him not to do what he was thinking, and he did it anyway, that would undermine her authority. It would put them both in a terrible position.

Roland started towards the guest wing. The thirty minutes it took him to find Anton felt like an eternity. The prince was not in the palace, but among the supply wagons. When he saw Roland, he smiled and said with a faintly lilting Lamontian accent, “Prince Roland, I am glad to see you on your feet. I like to take final inventory myself. Would you care to join me?”

Roland looked at him. The fellow wasn’t wearing a wig for tramping about in the wagons, which Roland supposed meant that he was more practical than vain. He had thin, brown hair and eyes of the same color. They crinkled when he smiled. His neck was just a little too long for him to be called handsome, but he moved well. Roland suspected he could dance and probably use a sword.

Roland changed what he’d intended to say, “Do you love my sister?”

Anton blinked. His eyes flicked to either side, but the nearest drover was twenty feet away and distracted by crates. Anton smiled nervously. “I believe it is usually called ‘infatuation’ at this stage.”

Roland laughed in spite of himself
 .

“Daphne is an extraordinary person,” continued Anton. “She will be a good ruler.”

“And a good wife?” prompted Roland.

Anton considered. “I’m not sure about that. I’m sure she’ll be a good friend.”


Damn it, Daphne. You do know how to pick them.
 He’d almost hoped to find something wrong with the man.

“You’re older. She’s young and pretty.” Roland knew he was being blunt, but he just didn’t have time to mince words.

“I know,” said Anton. “I am...fortunate. Perhaps she will choose someone else in the end, but...I hope not. Apart from my wishes, this union will be good for Mistala and Lamont. It might even be good for Falcosta in the end, though they’re unlikely to thank us.”

Roland considered this. “Do you know much about Fredrick?” He was Norres’s eldest son.

Anton shrugged. “I know he’ll have his hands full. Norres wasn’t much for sharing power, and his barons were of the same mind. The court is full of little intrigues. Norres expected to rule for many years to come, and I don’t think he told Fredrick half of what he’ll need to keep his house in order. It’s going to take him time to consolidate power...if he manages to do it at all and doesn’t get his throat cut.”

Roland nodded. “At least they won’t attack our borders while we’re trying to stop Hastafel.”

“That’s what I thought,” said Anton. “Candice might have done us a favor.
 ”


Candice will be the unsung hero of this war,
 thought Roland. He almost made the joke aloud, as he would have with Daphne. But we’re still getting to know each other.
 “Your first wife passed away in childbed?”

Anton nodded. “Three years ago. We struggled to conceive, and the pregnancy seemed like a triumph.” His eyes slid away. “The baby almost survived. Ten days. I thought... Well, it was long enough to give me a fool’s hope.”


Long enough to feel the shock twice,
 thought Roland. He remembered hearing that the Lamontian prince had lost his wife during that first year on the border, but the details had seemed unimportant then. “It was a son?”

Anton smiled wanly. “Daughter.”


Alright, Daphne, you win.
 “Anton, I need to know something: what time did Daphne go back to the tavern to look for Sairis? Was it right after Norres died or later?”

“Later. She couldn’t get away until that afternoon.” He hesitated. “I don’t think it would have mattered, Roland. From what she said, he was long gone. Probably out the door moments after the event.”

Roland forced himself to give a noncommittal nod, to stay calm, to keep his face neutral.

Anton reached out hesitantly, and put a hand on his shoulder. “I am...sorry for how this has turned out for you. Daphne loves you a great deal. I hope we will be friends.” Roland supposed this was as close as Anton could reasonably come to saying, “I accept that you prefer men. Better luck next time.
 ”


“Anton, I have decided to ride with my Uncle Winthrop’s caravan. He has gone to rally the garrisons at Carmath. I think it would be best if I met him there. I plan to leave at once. I hope you will convey my dearest love to Daphne and sincere wishes that we meet again soon.”

Anton peered at him. Roland let him come to the most logical conclusion on his own. “You don’t think it would be wise for you both to travel together. For Mistala’s sake.”

Roland didn’t like to lie, so he just waited.

Anton shrugged. “Her decision to ride with my troops is risky. If we survive, it will win her glory and respect. But if we die... I see why you don’t believe you should ride together. However...do you really think I should be the one to tell her this?”

Roland waited.

Anton opened his mouth, shut it, shook his head. “You know your sister better than I do. And you know the border. Do what you think is best, Roland. Daphne and I will do the same.” His eyes crinkled. “I hope we may someday play cards with interesting people in your...um...local establishment again.”



Chapter 4. Collar


When Sairis woke the first time, he thought he was back in the basement. Somehow, his life in the daylight had all been a dream or a lie, and he was back in the basement of his childhood. The hateful touch of iron lay cold against his throat. His own magic seemed to pull away from it, retreating from every surface of his body. His fingertips felt numb—not in a way that any mundane person could have understood, but numb to magic.

The sense of helplessness was terrifyingly familiar. What has happened to me?


“He’s waking up. Give him something to drink.”

Water splashed against Sairis’s lips. He swallowed convulsively.

“Should we tie him? Maybe put a bag over his head?”

“I don’t think so. He’s not dangerous with the collar. At least let him wake up first.”

Sairis knew he was in a bad place, but he couldn’t concentrate. He slipped beneath the surface.

The second time he woke, Sairis’s mind was clearer. He registered the jolt and creak of a wagon. He remembered Roland, Daphne, Candice, the demon. He’d followed the mouse back through the mirror maze, and then...

A maddening blank
 .

Sairis struggled unsuccessfully to recall how he’d been captured and by whom. He forced himself to remain unmoving, not opening his eyes. Glasses. Where are my glasses?


He must have twitched, panic overcoming reason, because a voice said, “So, you are
 awake. I thought so. Sit up and eat something. You’re no good to us dead.”

Sairis opened his eyes. A person he did not recognize sat beside his cot in the filtered light of a moving wagon. Sairis thought this person was probably a magician. He tried to check for an aura, and...nothing. It was like intending to take a step, only to discover that one’s legs were missing.

The other man gave him an unpleasant smile. “Trying to kill me, already?”

“Who are you?” croaked Sairis.

“Wouldn’t you like to know. Eat.”

Sairis looked at the offered bread and cheese. His body needed nourishment, but the food could be laced with magic. He took only the cup of water. He wouldn’t live long without that, and water was harder to charm or poison without leaving obvious clues.

His jailer rolled his eyes. “Suit yourself.”

Sairis realized suddenly why he felt so tired. Marsden’s binding spell... Someone reached my body and put a mage collar on me before I woke up. I’m not healing at my normal speed.


Panic washed over him anew. Marsden. He must have seen me when he came to talk to Daphne at the tavern. He must have reached my body before I did. But then...why aren’t I at the university
 ?


Another question: Do they have my glasses?


Maybe. Maybe not. In either case, I don’t have them, which is all that matters.

As though this wasn’t enough, Sairis’s treacherous mind threw up the image of Roland’s face—surprised as the demon opened the door. Thinking...what? That I planned to sacrifice him on a boundary stone?


And then Sairis had used Roland’s trust to turn him into a hostage, hitting him with a spell that would not normally have been able to fasten upon a mundane person. The experience must have been terrible. Marsden had been trying to hold a necromancer. He had not been gentle.

Surely Roland survived.


He might not have,
 whispered a voice in Sairis’s head.

Marsden would have stopped in time.

You’re trusting Roland’s life to Marsden’s judgment?

I survived, so Roland did!

You’re a magician! Roland isn’t!

Sairis’s magic curled inside him, compressed into something hard and frozen at his core. Sairis felt as though his heart had curled up with it—heavy and cold and beating weakly. I have done something unforgivable.


So I am alone. And they’re probably going to kill me.

Sairis did what he’d taught himself to do as a child. He sank. Down, down, into the core of magic that he still held. He couldn’t push it outward, couldn’t effect the mortal plane. But he could turn inward. He was a necromancer. And even without a summoning circle, he could find the Styx
 .


Follow the ghosts.
 There were always ghosts—insects beneath the wheels of the wagon, small animals in the nearby woods, livestock on a passing farm. Sairis couldn’t see their stories or even the details of what they’d been, but as his spirit sank through the mortal plane, he could follow them to the River.

The woods came into focus abruptly—dark and twisted trees in the twilight of the Shadow Lands between Faerie and the gates of Death. The River wound among thick roots, its banks narrow in some places, broad in others. Sairis felt calmer. His spirit took on the form to which it was accustomed—that of his own body in simple work clothes.

He sat down on a root as big around as his waist and dangled his feet in the whispering, sand-dry water of the Styx. He watched the occasional ghost wander out of the forest and dissolve into silver streaks in the water—vague shapes like fish. A few tried to talk to him, but Sairis shook his head. Not now. Now he just wanted to be here. Maybe forever. Maybe until he felt the tether to his body break. Then he would fall into the current, another silver streak.

Sairis knew that most necromancers lingered. They were so practiced at resisting the call of the River that they sometimes wandered into the woods, drifting further and further from their human origins, joining the nameless creatures that haunted this place, searching for a way back into life. But Sairis was young. He had not forgotten how to die, and he couldn’t think of a single reason to pine after life. Sairis wanted to see what lay beyond the gates. No living creature could pass that portal, not even a necromancer, and no ghost ever returned
 .

He couldn’t have said how long he sat in the quiet of the wood with his feet in the water, before someone jerked him back into his body.

*  *  *  *

“I share your sentiments about the witch, Sairis. I’d like nothing better than to send him back to Karkaroth in pieces. 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?”

The conversation with Uncle Winthrop felt like something from another life. Roland had to remind himself that it had happened only a week ago. Nevertheless, the details returned with icy clarity as he pounded down the road to Carmath.

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

Roland hadn’t been sure at first. He was acting on a hunch. However, as he rode his destrier along the dusty highway, through the drought-ravaged fields of his homeland, his suspicion grew more concrete. He remembered Winthrop’s little nod to him when Daphne announced her decision to throw their entire remaining strength at Hastafel’s troops in the pass.

“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!”

“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.
 ”

The memory of that
 statement would have made Roland laugh if he hadn’t been so angry. How dare you, Uncle?


“This is not a child’s game, Roland. This is win or die. We cannot afford to be precious about the rules.”

You’re about to see me get damned precious about this one.

Cato, Roland’s horse, would be faster than the column. Nevertheless, the column had two days’ start, and the afternoon was fading into evening. The new moon had been only a few days ago—a poor night for travel. Fear gnawed beneath Roland’s anger, but he forced it down. Fear was useless. Anger was better. He rode until the night was too dark for safety. Roland cursed the drought and the war that had resulted in poor repair of the roads. He daren’t risk breaking Cato’s leg in a wagon rut, so he stopped at last and threw down a bedroll in a newly cut hayfield.

Roland knew he was taking a risk. In these troubled times, bandits and deserters roamed the countryside. Mistala had all she could do to repel the invaders at her gates and few resources left to deal with home-grown trouble. Nevertheless, he was less than a day’s ride from Chireese, where folks still respected the palace guard, and he judged the benefits worth the risks. He would need his wits about him if he was going to help Sairis.

Roland paused to fish Sairis’s glasses out of a pocket before lying down. He studied them, held close to his face in the gloom. “I’m right,” he murmured softly. “You wouldn’t leave these. You didn’t.”


What if you don’t know him as well as you think you do?
 whispered the voice of doubt. Sairis could be asleep in his bed in 
 Karkaroth’s tower with Hastafel’s sword and whatever power it represents. Maybe every mirror in the palace is now a window he can use to spy, and he’s pulling your strings from a distance thanks to whatever charm he put in your head. Can you even trust your feelings for him?


Roland didn’t have an answer. He forced himself to shut his eyes. He thought he should put the glasses back in his coat pocket, but in the end, he went to sleep with the delicate frames in one hand, curled against his chest.



Chapter 5. Helpless


“My acolytes tell me you keep slipping off the mortal plane. You need to stop doing that.”

Sairis registered Marsden’s growl even before he opened his eyes.

“You know summoning circles aren’t so much to get you there as to get you back, right?”

Sairis spoke through dry lips. “What would you know about it?
 ”

“I know there are things roaming the Shadow Lands that would love to wear your skin. I know I don’t want to deal with them. Look at me, Sairis.”

Sairis had no interest in looking at him or in continuing this conversation. He tried to sink back down through the vail, but Marsden snapped something onto his left wrist, and the shock brought him bolt upright, hissing. An iron cuff. The other end was attached to the frame of the cot, anchoring him in more ways than one.

Sairis glared at Marsden. He was dressed in riding leathers, sitting at a small table beside the bed. The wagon seemed to have stopped for the night. A single candle burned on the table, and a sheet of heavy parchment lay beside it. “Do I have your attention?”

Sairis said nothing. He was painfully aware of the relative weakness of his position—younger and smaller and unarmed in every possible way. He was still wearing borrowed clothes from the Knave. His captors had taken his waistcoat and boots. Sairis fervently hoped he hadn’t soiled himself. It didn’t smell like it. He hadn’t eaten anything or drunk much. He felt hollow.

Marsden watched him from under bushy brows. He was sitting close enough in the small room that Sairis could see details of his face even without glasses. The gray streaks of his aristocratic hair and beard gleamed in the lamplight. Sairis suspected that Marsden enhanced his formidable appearance with magic. He was an illusionist, after all. It had been his specialty before the Sundering. Sairis had the petty urge to rip off his glamour and see what wrinkled decrepitude lay beneath
 .

“Why did you come to Chireese?” murmured Marsden. He didn’t sound as though he expected Sairis to answer.

“I was invited.” Sairis’s voice came out smaller than he had intended.

Marsden pursed his lips. His fingers drummed once on the table. “Karkaroth doesn’t know you’re here, does he?”

Sairis forced himself not to react.

“Is he dead?”

“No.”

A moment of silence. When it was clear that Sairis would not say more, his captor sighed. “You have a choice, Sairis.” Marsden pushed the paper forward. Sairis saw that it was vellum—probably spelled, although without magic, Sairis had no way to tell. The page was covered in runes. He had to squint to read them, although he already had a good idea of what they meant. It was a contract.

“Sign this,” continued Marsden. “We’ll make a proper collar for you. It will sit more lightly than the one you’re wearing. You can use magic again. You will, however, be accountable to me.”

Sairis set his jaw. Bound like a demon to another’s will. A monster on a leash.


“Your other choice,” continued Marsden, “is to remain as you are. When we get near the battle, you’ll soak up the death magic. You won’t be able to help it. We’ll use you like an artifact in the fight with Hastafel’s creatures. We’ll take everything you’ve got, and that will probably kill you. You’d make more efficient use of the magic yourself, but I can’t risk a necromancer 
 uncollared. You can survive, but you have to sign that paper with your true name.” Sairis saw that the implement lying beside the vellum sheet was not a writing pen, but a bone needle. He was meant to sign in blood.

My name from my own hand, signed in my own blood. Marsden can make quite a collar out of that.

Sairis wanted to laugh. He wanted to be sick. He wanted to go back to the River. Instead, he said, in as neutral a tone as he could manage, “Did the prince survive?”

Marsden cocked his head. He thought for a moment. “I see. You understand that your ultimate survival is contingent upon his. Yes, he survived. Although he was still unconscious when I left and likely to remain bedridden for a few days.” He hesitated. “If you sign and do as you’re told, you will not be killed after this is over. At least, not if I can prevent it. We can use you at the school, or you can take an inhibitor and assume an honest trade.”

Sairis looked down at his hands—lifeless without magic. He looked at Marsden and gave a crooked smile. “Do you really think there is any
 chance I’ll sign that contract?”

Marsden shrugged. “It was worth a try.” Then he reached out, quick as a snake, to cram something into Sairis’s mouth. It tasted of iron. Sairis reeled back on the cot. He gagged, tried to spit, but Marsden leaned across the small table to clamp one hand over Sairis’s mouth and the other behind his head, forcing his jaw shut.

Sairis felt alien magic seeping through him, working its way into his blood, his brain. No
 .


Marsden had pushed the table out of the way. He pinned Sairis to the cot while he choked and struggled. Sairis thought, as he slipped away, that Roland would never have been so humiliatingly helpless.

*  *  *  *

Roland was in the dark. He had the sense of opening his eyes, but seeing nothing. Cold stone beneath his fingers and toes, cold iron around his neck. A chain clanked when he moved. It was attached to the wall...and to his collar.

Like a dog.

The links of the chain between his fingers felt huge and heavy. He could take three steps forward, three steps to either side. The chamber pot was on the left, his food and water dishes on the right. He knew these things. He had known them for an age.

The collar around his neck hurt. Roland had no words for that pain—a kind of visceral ache. He felt as though he’d swallowed something very cold. It should have dissolved in his stomach. Only it hadn’t. It sat there at his core, an icy chunk of granite, freezing his throat and insides.

He had vomited at first. He remembered that. But the vomiting had stopped long ago, and now he just endured.

A light appeared at the far end of the room, coming down from above, along with the tread of heavy boots on wooden steps. The light blinded him. Roland crouched, trembling. He remembered being beaten. He remembered the collar welded shut and how the tongs had burned him and how the smith had not cared
 .

“He’s over there,” said a voice—hated and familiar.

Men looked down at him in lamplight. Roland had to squint to see them. His eyes were not accustomed to light. “Careful,” murmured the hated voice. “He bites.”

“His name,” said another man—a new voice. “He needs to write it himself.”

Roland felt disoriented as the man crouched in front of him. The man was so tall. No. I am small.
 Roland’s hands, dirty in the torchlight, were those of a child. The man presented him with a strange pen. It looked as though it were made of bone. The man held out his large, flat palm, full of silvery dust. “Write it here,” he said gently. No one had spoken to Roland that gently in as long as he could remember.

He stared at the man, whom he recognized from dreams. He was afraid, but also fascinated.

At last, his childish hand came forward. He wrote in the man’s palm, “S. Harris.”

The fellow holding the torch gave a grunt of disgust. “It’s how he used to sign. He knows better.” His voice dropped to a snarl as he said, “Your whole name, you little shit—”

“Be silent,” said the newcomer. He did not speak above a murmur, but the other man’s voice stopped as though cut with a knife.

Bright, gray eyes looked into Roland’s, the palm still outstretched. “Your whole name, child,” said the man. “I have purchased it with two deaths and one life.
 ”

Roland’s dream began to break apart as his hand—no, the child’s hand—came forward and wrote again in silver dust across his new master’s palm. “S...”

Roland woke up.



Chapter 6. Traps


Roland rode the remainder of the distance to Carmath in a state of self-enforced clarity. He’d slept only four hours, but it had helped. I cannot charge in like a storybook knight to save my lover. If I behave that way, I’ll damn us both. This has to be about Daphne.


By the time he encountered a picket on the road, Roland had rehearsed his speech five times. He felt that he could deliver it with conviction, in part because he meant it. He held himself tightly in check while the startled soldiers bowed and scraped and then escorted him towards the center of the camp.

Carmath Town stood at a confluence of roads beside the Shadywine River. It had always been a point of strategic importance and included a grim and ancient castle. Battles had been fought here and the broad, open fields had seen more than one army mustered. Beyond the castle, forested hills rose towards 
 the jagged peaks of the southern border with Zolsestron. This area had always been rugged, even before the Sundering. Castles like Carmath’s made a chain along the border, allowing troops to strike at an exposed invader and then retreat behind impenetrable walls. Unlike the coast, this part of Mistala had remained relatively intact through the Sundering. It was obvious why Hastafel had not chosen to make his invasion here.

Roland forced himself to ask calmly about the mustering of the garrisons—which border lords had arrived, how much in the way of provisions, when they expected to march. He listened to the answers, and he did not drive his horse into a gallop or demand to know where the magicians were billeted or whether they were keeping a captured necromancer.

Roland waited calmly in the tent where they left him while someone went in search of his uncle. It was a place intended for lords and officers to take refreshment. Roland ate and drank without tasting. He waited. An hour passed before Winthrop walked through the flap in sweat-stained riding clothes, talking to an aide even as he entered. He turned to Roland at last, a smile spreading over his face. “Nephew! This is a surprise, but I am pleased you’ve decided to ride with me.”

Roland did not smile back. “Uncle. I believe you have some explaining to do.”

Winthrop’s smile did not falter, but after a long look at Roland, he turned to the aide and said, “You may go.”

Roland waited until they were alone. He finally allowed some of the seething anger to creep into his voice. “Where is he?
 ”

Winthrop approached the table with its refreshments and selected a dried apricot and some cured ham. “Where is who, Nephew?”

“You took the necromancer,” snarled Roland. “Daphne promised him safe passage. She gave her word, and you made her a liar. This is very close to treason, Uncle. Explain yourself.”

Roland had hoped to put Winthrop on the defensive, but he saw no sign that he’d succeeded. Winthrop was only two years younger than Roland’s father and he had a similar bearing—tall and broad, dark brown hair like Daphne’s, wavy like Roland’s, a hint of gray, but not a trace of frailty. He’d taught Roland to ride a horse alongside his own children, who were nearly the same age. In spite of the fact that Roland could now look him in the eye, Winthrop had a way of reducing Roland to juvenile awkwardness. I cannot let him do that now.


Still, Roland suspected he would need more than adult confidence and princely authority to accomplish his purpose here. Roland was a hero of the war in the pass, but he hadn’t been home in the last four years. The men outside this tent did not know him as a soldier. They knew him as an un-blooded boy. His uncle, on the other hand, they’d known all their lives. They’d fought Falcosta and Lamont and Zolsestron under Lord Winthrop. Roland did not want to test his authority against the loyalty of his uncle’s men.

I must be firm, but diplomatic. A hint of threat, no more. And this must be about Daphne, not my personal wishes.

“Roland.” Winthrop spoke in the same tone he’d used when Roland was fourteen and overeager for a hunt, getting ahead of 
 himself. “I am expecting the last of our border lords this evening. If all goes well, we will ride tomorrow. I am glad you have chosen to accompany me. There are many things I would like to discuss with you, your sister’s attitude towards dark magicians among them.”

Roland set his teeth. “You had no right. You are casting doubt upon Daphne’s authority in the hour of our country’s greatest peril.”

Winthrop’s mouth twitched—an infinitesimal movement, but it filled Roland with secret relief. I was right. Sairis is here.


His uncle met his eyes with a hard look—no hint of patronizing now. “Roland, there is a reason that women do not rule kingdoms. Even women like Daphne, whom we both know has been trained for this task, and is quite clever in her way. Women have a softness that men lack. They desire to make peace, to trust and to be trusted. This is, as you say, Mistala’s hour of greatest peril, and we simply cannot afford to be soft.”

Roland drew in a slow, angry breath. “You are going to return Sairis. Daphne had reasons for keeping him, and I will personally vouch that he did nothing but help us until Marsden attacked him. He saved our lives from Hastafel. You are going to return him to me, and I am going to return him to Daphne, and you had better pray she is willing to consider this all a misunderstanding.”

There was a pause that went on for slightly too long. It was the sort of pause that means, “Are you quite finished?”


Winthrop poured himself a glass of wine. “Daphne sent you on this errand? I must say, I am even more astonished at her 
 behavior. This merited, at most, a courier. Were you supposed to rebuke me as well as return the necromancer? Or was that your own addition?”

Roland could feel himself redden and cursed the treachery of his face. As a prince, he should be offended by the implication that his sister was using him as a messenger boy. On the other hand, Winthrop was entirely correct. Roland had put himself at a disadvantage by behaving like a pawn.

“Daphne does not know what you have done,” Roland admitted. “I intend to right the situation before you further erode her authority. The last thing we need right now is to fight among ourselves.”

Winthrop was giving Roland a shrewd look that he did not like at all. “Indeed.”

The silence stretched.

Roland made his face a hard blank. I am not a boy who will blurt out his secrets because you have made me uncomfortable, Uncle.


Winthrop swirled the wine in his glass. “I told Marsden to be discreet. I take it he was not?”

“He was,” snapped Roland. “He left a very neat picture with little to suggest a kidnapping. I am simply confident of the fellow’s loyalty. He was on our side. He would not flee in the cowardly manner you painted him.” Roland had no intention of mentioning Sairis’s glasses.

Winthrop pursed his lips. “You are behaving most chivalrously towards a man who tried to kill you.
 ”

It was an odd choice of words and Roland sensed a trap. “I am behaving chivalrously towards my queen and her word. She gave it. You broke it. I am
 taking him back, Uncle.”

Winthrop smiled. Roland had rarely wanted to punch someone more. Was he always this condescending and I never noticed because I was a child?


“Of course, my prince. But there really was no need to ride out as soon as you could sit a horse. The necromancer is not going anywhere, and I have not cut off any fingers yet. In fact, Marsden tells me that won’t do much good. They have to bind him with magic or some such claptrap to make him useful. They want him to sign a document, but as yet, he cannot be induced to do so. They have been attempting maneuvers—none of which seem very impressive to me. The necromancer seems to sleep most of the time. I cannot tell that he is even in distress, so I am not sure how they intend to make him obey, but Marsden is no fool, and we have some time.”

“They’ve put a mage collar on him?” asked Roland.

Winthrop inclined his head. “A collar, a cuff, some spells... Really, you would think he was a dragon and not a youth in need of his first shave. I do hope he’s actually useful. He doesn’t look it.” Winthrop was watching Roland as he spoke, and again Roland had the sense that he was being tested.

“You may view him if you wish to make your own judgments in the matter,” said Winthrop with excessive diplomacy. “Then I hope you will do me the honor of viewing the troops and discussing our plans for the upcoming battle. I could use your expertise regarding the pass. I also feel remiss in not asking 
 after your health earlier, though you gave me no time. Have you recovered from whatever he did to you? This man you’ve come to rescue?”

“I have recovered,” said Roland stiffly. It was true. Rising this morning, he’d felt no remaining trace of weakness. Roland knew what he should say next. The wisest and safest course would be to dismiss Winthrop’s offer of “viewing” Sairis. To say, “I believe you, Uncle. Have the man washed up and properly dressed while we inspect the troops. Assign us an escort, and I’ll collect them after you and I have visited over a decent meal.”

But Roland could not bring himself to do it. His uncle’s suddenly solicitous behavior was making him intensely suspicious. “Yes, I would like to see him.”



Chapter 7. Marsden Makes a Request


They had Sairis chained to a cot inside a wagon. He lay on his back, apparently unconscious. His deep breaths came so far apart that each time it seemed he would never take another. His shirt had been ripped half off, his exposed chest marked with bruises. Across the bare skin of his throat lay the collar. It was about an inch wide, plain iron, and tight enough 
 that Sairis could not have pulled it over his head. Roland knew that mage collars were usually welded shut. Something about iron blunted a magician’s access to magic. Roland could only imagine how terrifying Sairis would find such an experience.

He looked pale as death, his jaw too sharp, his stomach too sunken. A cuff encircled one delicate wrist. His hand lay open on the bed, and Roland counted the fingers.

He knew he’d stared for just a little too long when he turned to find his uncle watching him with that same assessing expression. Marsden hovered near the door, looking sheepish. Roland seized on that. “I’d like a word with the magus,” he growled. “Alone.”

Uncle Winthrop inclined his head. “I will be in my tent, preparing maps for your inspection. I look forward to your opinion of my plans for the pass, Nephew.”

When he was gone, Roland turned furious eyes on Marsden. Here, at least, he felt he could throw his weight around a little. Marsden had some of the family looks, but little of the family clout, and he knew it. “Choosing sides already, Professor?”

Marsden looked exceedingly uncomfortable. “I was told that the queen was aware of our movements.” He did not say, “By your uncle.” He could not afford to. Roland did not envy Marsden his position—a man whose magic would have gotten him killed only a few decades ago, trapped between a new queen and her father’s eldest brother. That was Marsden’s problem, however, and Roland did not intend to try to solve it for him.

“Have you injured Sairis?
 ”

Marsden looked surprised. “Nothing he can’t recover from. We have been trying to learn his true name. Ordinarily, there are spells that can coax this information out of memory or dreams, but he’s proven quite resistant. I’m beginning to think he has employed some technique to make his name inaccessible without his express permission. That is...unfortunate. I hoped to keep him collared at the university after the battle—to let him live, you understand. But if we can’t learn his name and he will not give it, the only way to make use of him in the fight with Hastafel is to take his magic by force. That will probably kill him.”

Roland clenched a fist behind his back, exerting all the frustration and fear he dared not show on his face. “Why is he unconscious?”

“We’ve put him to sleep. He kept spirit-walking. This is unwise without a summoning circle. He could have died or a monster could have taken his body. We’ve put him into a deep sleep to stop him from doing that. Such sleep will also decrease his body’s need for nourishment. This may be the only way to get him to the border alive, since he won’t eat.”


Don’t scream,
 Roland told himself. Don’t grab Marsden by the neck and shake him.
 “Can you wake him up?”

“I can.” Marsden’s eyes searched Roland’s face. “I take it Your Highness has recovered from the attack?”

“I have recovered from your spell, yes.”

“My spell that was transferred to your person by this necromancer in a manner we still don’t understand. Sairis should be thoroughly contained at this point, but I would prefer not to 
 test any possible hold he may still have over you. I don’t suppose you’ve figured out what he gave you that might have caused it?”


He is not going to let me talk to Sairis alone.
 Roland tried to think of another angle. Aloud, he said, “Why won’t he eat?”

Marsden shrugged. “Food can be laced with magic. Although I already got a charm down his throat. I’m not sure what exactly he expects I can do to porridge that would be worse.”

Roland passed a hand over his face. “Perhaps he simply does not wish to be your slave or your source of magical fuel.”

Marsden frowned. At last, he said, “May I speak to you outside, Your Highness?”

Roland nodded. He cast one more look at Sairis’s pale, still form, and then followed Marsden out of the wagon. It was on the edge of the camp and had no fewer than six guards. The magician did not speak at once. Roland followed him through the trees between fallow fields, past hunters returning to camp with game from the hills. They’d strung up three elk, their great antlers brushing the earth, blood pooling in the leaves beneath.

Marsden spoke at last. “Were you friendly with him?”

Roland said nothing. He thought Marsden was about to launch into a lecture on Sairis’s treacherous attempt on Roland’s life, and he didn’t want to hear it again.

Marsden surprised him by saying, “It’s quite obvious that you disapprove of our actions here, Your Highness. I agree that it is distasteful—using another person in this way. It is not my preference. But necromancers gain power from the deaths of those around them. I’m not sure I can adequately explain what 
 that means—how magic feels to a magician. It is pleasurable, intoxicating. Would you
 be able to trust someone who felt pleasure and gained benefits when people around him died?”

“He can’t help it!” exclaimed Roland, unable to keep the feeling from his voice. “It is his nature. He didn’t choose it.”

Marsden looked at him sidelong. “Indeed. And werewolves are bitten, and this is not their fault, but we kill them because they are too dangerous to live with ordinary people and we haven’t found a way to make them safe. It is not fair, but it’s all we can do.”

“Sairis is not dangerous. He wasn’t controlling the demon. Candice did that.”

To Roland’s surprise, Marsden nodded. “If he was controlling the demon, he would have already used it to escape. I realize this. Your Highness, I would not have offered Sairis a place at the university if I thought he was willfully dangerous. If I thought he had already progressed to the point of killing for power and pleasure, I would never have tried to bargain with him. But he is young, and, unlike a werewolf, it is possible to collar a necromancer or inhibit his magic in such a way that he can coexist with mundane people. He could use his magic in the battle with Hastafel of his own free will, and that would be better for everyone. If you believe he would listen to you, I would appreciate your talking to him.”

Roland licked his lips. This was not what he had expected. “You want him to sign some kind of contract so that you can control him?
 ”

“So that if he runs mad and starts killing indiscriminately I can stop him. Is that really such a bad thing?”

Roland considered. “Is it permanent?”

It was Marsden’s turn to be surprised. “The collar I would make? Not...as such. It could be removed later, yes, although I do not believe that is a wise thing to promise him, Your Highness.”

A plan was forming in Roland’s mind. He wasn’t sure it would work, but... Uncle Winthrop is not going to release Sairis.
 Roland felt more certain of that by the minute. He is going to produce endless excuses. I need a reason to talk to Sairis without exciting suspicion, and this might be the only way. And even if the worst comes...even if I have to talk him into letting Marsden put some kind of leash on him, at least he’ll survive, and we can worry about the details later.




Chapter 8. Flaw


Sairis opened his eyes. He felt foggy. Drugged?
 It was an artificial lassitude, but he couldn’t make himself care. He wanted to go back to sleep.

“Sairis.
 ”

Some of the lassitude receded. Sairis screwed up his face. “Marsden. You done poking around in my head?” He was slurring a little. Sairis licked his lips. Gods, his mouth was dry.


“Can
 you poke around in his head?” enquired another voice. “Can you retrieve memories, for instance?”

“Normally, yes, but he’s quite resistant to that sort of thing.”

“Pity.”

“Give me a bit more time.”

Sairis turned, puzzled. A man was sitting at the table beside his cot, vaguely familiar. He was not one of the magicians. Sairis sat up, squinting at the blurry features. He started to reach for his glasses and remembered, for the hundredth time, that they were gone. The voice... One of the dukes...Lord Winthrop.
 Sairis remembered Roland’s warning from what seemed a lifetime ago. “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.”



He’ll be the one in charge of the caravan,
 thought Sairis. It was somewhat comforting to know that Daphne hadn’t ordered this. Probably. Although, if she thinks I tried to kill her brother, she might have delivered me to Winthrop done up in a bow.


“You may leave us, Marsden,” said the duke. Sairis wished he could see Winthrop’s features better. He was sitting well back from the table.

As the heavy door of the wagon closed behind Marsden, Sairis felt a needle of alarm beneath the artificial calm of Marsden’s spells. Have we reached the border? Is he about to start 
 cutting off fingers?
 Sairis had no sense of the passage of time while he slept. Had he swallowed Marsden’s charm days ago? Weeks?

“My nephew has come after you,” said Winthrop. “He’s about to implore you to wear Marsden’s collar so we don’t have to kill you. I wanted a little chat first.”

Sairis blinked. He slid his legs over the side of the cot so that he was sitting squarely at the table. Roland is here? He...he came after me?
 Sairis wasn’t sure what his expression showed, but he realized abruptly that Winthrop was smiling. Even without the ability to see details, Sairis found that he did not like the smile. He tried to rally his sluggish wits. Be careful, be careful...


Sairis’s voice emerged in a rasp, “If you’ve come to make bargains, I can save you the trouble. Marsden already tried that.”

“Yes, I can see you’re a picture of fortitude.”

Sairis curled his bare toes against the boards and resisted the urge to hug himself against the chilly air. Fuck off, my lord.


Winthrop cocked his head. “Marsden seems to think you are alone, that Karkaroth does not know you’re out here. What would he do if he found out, I wonder? Do you suppose he’d come after you? It would be a great thing—finally ridding the realm of the necromancer my brother could not kill.”

Sairis felt as though someone had dumped a bucket of ice water down his back. The idea that he might be used as bait had not occurred to him. He almost said, “What do you want?” Fortitude, indeed. Keep your mouth shut; he’s just trying to make you react.


Winthrop watched him with that damnable smile. “My dear brother,” he murmured, “had two children, both of them 
 flawed. There is nothing less attractive than ambition in a woman or docility in a man, but you couldn’t tell Arnoldo anything. He would have his way. Daphne’s marriage to Lamont would have made a brilliant piece of statesmanship if she were not the ruler. As an agent for our interests in a foreign court, she would be superb. But to marry the throne to Lamont? I do not believe the barons will stand for it in the end. I believe they will put Roland on the throne, and his flaw will cause him more trouble than he thinks, along with all the rest of us.”

Sairis said nothing. This was more confessional than he liked or expected from a powerful enemy. He wasn’t sure where this was going, but he felt certain he would not like the punch line.

Winthrop’s voice dropped to a murmur. “I thought that the loss of his playmate might settle Roland. Young men sometimes go through these phases. Particularly young men-at-arms with no women about. But I think I may have been wrong, and the flaw is more firmly entrenched than I had hoped.”

Sairis went absolutely still. Did he just say what I think he said?


Winthrop leaned forward so that Sairis could see the bright, fierce glint of his eyes. “What did
 you give my nephew, young man? Or what did you take, hmm? The magicians say that it would have to be something quite personal. It seems to me that you would need to be sharing close quarters for that. A room?” His eyes narrowed. “A bed?”

Sairis’s mouth opened before his brain had quite processed the words. “I took a lock of your nephew’s hair for a spell, my 
 lord. It is quite a standard binding spell. It was not at all difficult to cut it while he slept in his own bed. He is careless, and I am capable of moving in total silence, as your magicians will assure you.”

Winthrop gave a brief, mirthless laugh. “That was a quick denial. Are you sure you don’t want to consider your story a little more carefully? Get the details in order?”

Sairis swallowed. Marsden’s sleep spell was making him stupid. He was light-headed with hunger and thirst. Think.


Winthrop crossed his arms. “Come now, I know you were intimate. The only part I was unsure about were your motives. Did you seduce my nephew in a cold-blooded act of intrigue? Or do you share his flaw? From your reaction, I’m guessing the latter. There’s no reason for a necromancer to be fussy about being thought an invert. Unless you’re trying to protect him.”

Sairis wished he’d never left his tower. Why did I think I could go out into the world and manage situations and handle people?


Winthrop’s voice hardened into something sharp and cold. “Here is what is going to happen, Magus Sairis. I am going to let Roland take you. I’ll give him some grief about it, make him haggle about the details. We’ll have to decide how much of a collar you’ll wear. But I will let him take you back to Daphne and back to his bed. You, in turn, are going to be my eyes and ears in the prince’s counsel. You are going to report what he says and does, and you are not going to tell him. If you betray me, I will use you to kill Karkaroth. Serve me well, and I will overlook him as my brother did.
 ”

Sairis shut his eyes. He knew he was showing weakness, but he could not bear to keep meeting that sharp, disdainful gaze.

Winthrop sat back with a grunt of satisfaction, as though Sairis had already acquiesced. “My niece and nephew have flaws, Sairis. If those flaws cannot be eradicated, then I will use them to steer my wayward family and prevent them from destroying the kingdom. I’m sure you are already considering ways to thwart me, so know this: if my nephew’s proclivities become public knowledge, it will undo him. The barons will reject him and they will reconsider fealty to his sister. They will say that the only reason Arnoldo bequeathed the kingdom to a girl was because his son was too fond of man-flesh to sire an heir. They will say that Arnoldo only stopped hanging inverts because his son was one of them. They will consider that entire branch of the family tainted and demand a return to the old ways. The result will be anarchy and civil war. I would prefer to manage my niece and nephew by gentler means if at all possible. You will do nicely.”

Sairis spoke in as careless a voice as he could muster, “There seems to be no point in denying your accusations, my lord, as you have obviously told yourself the story you would like to hear. You are, however, making a great many assumptions. You are assuming, for instance, that the prince will even want
 to take me out of here after I used him as a lightning rod for Marsden’s spell. You assume there is a level of trust between us that, frankly, does not exist.
 ”

Winthrop waved his hand. “Oh, I know my nephew. He would take you back even if you spit in his face. He is a trusting creature and loyal to a fault.”

“Indeed,” said Sairis before he could stop himself. “He trusted you.
 ”

That barb seemed to find its mark. Sairis reminded himself belatedly that he was not trying to win a battle of insults, and stirring Lord Winthrop to anger would accomplish nothing. Winthrop spoke in a voice of dangerous calm, “An affair with a necromancer... This really is criminally reckless of him. I don’t suppose he knew magicians can extract each other’s memories. How long do you suppose it will take before Marsden figures out how to get at yours? What do you suppose he’ll find there? What scenes of debauchery might be reconstructed in exquisite detail...? If Roland doesn’t take you back, of course.”

Sairis felt utterly cornered. He had to command himself to keep breathing. He jumped when Winthrop slapped the table and spoke again in a voice that was almost congenial. “Well, I’m glad we spoke. You don’t have to answer me at once, Sairis. Think about it all the way back to Daphne’s mercenary army. Think about it while my nephew fucks you. I do hope he finds you worthwhile. Just remember this: if you refuse me or speak of this conversation to anyone, your master’s life is forfeit and I don’t imagine Roland’s reputation will last much longer.”



Chapter 9. Contract Negotiations


As Roland had anticipated, his uncle had a seemingly endless list of tasks for him. They spent hours poring over maps of the pass. Roland pointed out errors, best avenues of approach and retreat, hidden forts, and likely seasonal obstacles. Winthrop listened and made notes. “If we are very careful,” Roland told him, “we can take them by surprise here.” He tapped the small mouth of the valley that they’d named “False Hope.”

“It’s a treacherous, winding little pass over Mount Cairn. It’s easy to get trapped or ambushed in there. Both Hastafel and Uncle Jessup have tried to use that valley with poor results. However, it opens beyond the Rim Forts, right on the edge of the sea. If our existing army makes a determined attack from our current position, reinforced by Lamont, Hastafel is likely to think we’re throwing all we’ve got. He will not yet know that we’ve emptied our border garrisons. If you take the risk of leaving some of your supply wagons in the valley about halfway up Mount Cairn, and bring troops down at a fast march, you could hit Hastafel in the flank while he’s fully engaged with Daphne’s army. We would have a real chance of winning.”

Winthrop nodded solemnly. “It’s a sound plan. Please go over the details with me one more time.
 ”

Naturally, Roland also found himself greeting various border lords as they came in to report. They were delighted to see him and had their own questions about the upcoming fight in a part of the country that most of them had never seen in its post-Sundering state. At one point, Winthrop abandoned Roland to a throng of politely-friendly nobility, reappearing only to announce an officers’ dinner, and surely Roland would stay for that?

It was near sunset. The lords assured Roland that there were reports of bandits on the roads and he should not ride at night if that could be avoided. Obviously, they hoped he would stay and fight with their contingent, but if not, he certainly should not leave at dusk. It would take a full day to reach the queen’s party. Best to start in the morning.

There was no reasonable answer except yes. Roland dined with them, making all the appropriate civil faces and noises. And all the while, he could feel his uncle smiling at him with a sort of patient benevolence that Roland found unnerving. When I get out of here, I am going to tell Daphne to keep a closer eye on him.


When the interminable meal had ended and the barons were drinking and visiting in the great hall of the castle, Winthrop took Roland’s arm and murmured, “The magicians tell me your necromancer is awake. Perhaps you should have a word with him. Marsden thinks you might be able to persuade him to accept a more permanent collar. I confess, such a thing would make me easier in my mind about letting you take him back to 
 Daphne. I’m told it would also make him more useful in the battle.”

Roland forced himself not to leap from the table. “Marsden spoke to me about the collar. I will hear Sairis’s objections and maybe we can come to some agreement.”

“Very good,” said Winthrop smoothly. “Let us go see what he has to say for himself.”

Roland was a little dismayed to realize that, in addition to Marsden, Winthrop also intended to join the discussion with Sairis. Roland had known they would not be allowed total privacy, but he’d hoped for just Marsden, who seemed at least mildly sympathetic. Sairis is going to feel outnumbered and trapped. He may feel betrayed when I ask him to wear the collar. But if I can just get him out of here alive, the rest will work itself out.
 Roland told himself this over and over as they approached the wagon.

It was full night now, with frogs singing from the riverbank. The guards held lanterns, but Roland saw no sign of light from the wagon’s small, barred window. If Sairis was awake, he was huddled alone in the cold dark. That reminded Roland of something—a dream of a cellar from last night. He’d forgotten it upon waking, but the memory returned now with singular force. Roland’s heart ached. He felt angry at himself for his belly full of good food, his warm clothes, and his well-lit path.

One of Marsden’s magicians unlocked the heavy door of the wagon, and Marsden carried their light into the room. Sairis was, indeed, awake. He had been sitting alone in the dark, his hands folded on the little table. The tight cuff on his left wrist 
 had chafed the skin an angry red around the edges, while the iron collar made an ink-black line across his clavicle. He looked scruffy and bruised, but self-contained. The light, falling across the planes of his face revealed not a flicker of expression.

Roland tried to catch Sairis’s eyes with what he hoped was a reassuring look. He wanted to say so much that was forbidden to him in present company. I know you didn’t mean to hurt me. Please trust me. I am going to get you out of here.


Marsden set the lantern on the table, along with a sheet of thick vellum. He unfolded two more chairs. When everyone was seated, he said, “Magus Sairis, Prince Roland has spoken on your behalf. He believes you intended no harm and that you injured him by accident. He would like to see you through this situation alive. As an act of good faith, will you tell us what you did to transfer my spell?”

Roland could have kicked Marsden. He did
 want an explanation, but not right now. “It doesn’t matter—” he began.

At the same time, Sairis said, “I cut a lock of his hair while he slept and created a temporary resonance. It’s a simple sort of magic. I’m surprised you haven’t puzzled it out.” His voice sounded tired and bored. He was looking at Marsden, ignoring Roland.

Marsden seemed surprised. “And you did this in spite of the prince’s trust and goodwill?”

Sairis raised two fingers to his temples, making the chain clank. “I did it because
 of his trust and goodwill! I knew I would need a hostage. Where was I going to get a better one? Look, I’ve considered your offer. I have decided to sign. No more of 
 this tiresome cuff and loathsome iron collar, no more of you picking through my memories, and I would very much like a wash and something to eat.”

Roland stared at him. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Winthrop frown.

Sairis continued blandly. “So really there is no need to torture me or importune me or whatever you were intending to do.” He held out a hand. “Where’s your godsdamned needle, Marsden? Don’t tell me you didn’t come prepared for victory.”

“I...” Marsden seemed at a loss, but he fished in the pocket of his coat and produced a long, ivory needle.

Sairis continued in a mutter, “Food’s probably better at the university anyway, and it’s got to be warmer than that drafty tower.” He spread the document on the table. Roland realized, with a jolt, that he was going to sign it. Just like that.

“Wait.”

Sairis ignored him.

“Sairis?”

Winthrop spoke in a growl at Roland’s side. “Look at the prince when he addresses you, witch.”

Sairis finally met Roland’s eyes. It was like meeting the eyes of a stranger. His voice was filled with weary contempt. “Do we really have to do this, Roland?”

Roland’s mouth had gone dry. This is not... He’s not... No.


“Well?” snapped Sairis. “Got anything to say to me? Or shall I commence bleeding all over this fine document?”

Winthrop made an angry rumble, but Roland just stared into Sairis’s eyes. Sairis’s mouth twisted up at the corner in what 
 might have been a grimace or a cruel smile. “Not everyone you meet in a tavern is your friend, highness. If you learn that lesson, then I’ll have done you a favor.” He caught a quick breath and added, “Did you love your father, Roland?”

This question took Roland completely off guard. He answered automatically. “Yes.”

“Well, I hated him.” Sairis’s whole body tensed with every indication of pent-up fury. “Your father was an absolute bastard who persecuted my master relentlessly for the crime of protecting the poor. He sent an unending stream of knights and bounty hunters after us, so that we couldn’t even buy a vegetable without fearing for our lives. I was tackling grown men in armor by the age of ten thanks to your blackguard of a father. I’m glad he’s dead and I wish to all the gods that it had happened sooner.” His voice held such venom that Roland could not convince himself it was a facade.

Before Roland could formulate a response, Sairis leaned across the table, his lips peeling back from his teeth in a snarl, “Did you really think, Roland Malconwy, that I could befriend anyone of that name? Or that a necromancer could trust a knight?”

Roland’s breath was coming sharp and fast. He realized his eyes were wet and that he was also angry. He felt as though someone had scooped out his insides and dumped them onto the floor.

Sairis sat back with a look of disgust. “Hastafel attacked me in your strategy room. I helped you because I want him dead. 
 We can agree on that, and we can make common cause. But don’t bleat at me about friendship or trust.”

There was a moment of heavy silence in the wagon. Roland could sense that his uncle was furious, Marsden baffled. But Roland couldn’t take his eyes off Sairis’s face. At last, he reached into his breast pocket with a hand that only shook a little. He drew out the round-framed spectacles. His voice came cold and hollow. “You may need to see if you’re going to sign something.” He held the glasses out to Sairis and forced his hand steady. “And you should stop leaving your glasses everywhere.”

There was an infinitesimal pause. Roland had stopped trying to figure out what would happen next. He would not have been surprised if Marsden had snatched the glasses out of his hand or if his uncle had done so. He would not have been surprised if Sairis had hurled them back in his face.

But Sairis merely took the spectacles. Their eyes met, and Roland thought he saw a flicker of...something. Some trace of the shy, hopeful, cautious man he’d kissed in a tavern. But when Sairis spoke, his voice was bitter, “You think I should actually read
 Marsden’s contract? You think it will matter?”

Sairis settled the glasses on his nose. He picked up the long ivory needle and pricked an index finger with a practiced stroke. A dark drop of blood welled against the pale skin. Sairis spread his other hand on the table, and there was a pause while he stared down at the sheet of parchment. In spite of his words, Roland thought he really was reading the contract.

Sairis’s body tensed.

The lantern winked out.



Chapter 10. Burn


Roland’s first thought was that a draft had gotten into the lantern’s frame. For an instant, the wagon was illuminated faintly by the light of the guards’ lanterns shining through the narrow window. Then those went out as well. Roland heard Marsden jump up with a curse. Something flared in the darkness and was immediately extinguished.

The air went cold. Bone-cracking cold that shocked the lungs and made both Roland and Winthrop cough and gasp. Roland was on his feet, and he could hear his uncle bumping around beside him. A chair turned over with a crash.

“Get out!” Marsden shouted. “He is doing this! My lords, you need to get out!” And then he began to murmur words that seemed to twist in Roland’s ears and made a buzzing sensation in his teeth.

Winthrop had found the door. He flung it open and pounded down the steps into the night. The moon had not yet risen, and even the open door provided no light to penetrate the shadows of the wagon. Roland hesitated in the doorframe. “Sairis?”

Marsden’s voice barked, “Roland, go!”

A memory stirred—Sairis pressed against a stone wall, a lantern extinguished. He burned his hand..
 .


Something was glowing in the depths of the wagon—a line of light that went rapidly from dull red to orange to yellow to white: the iron collar, glowing like metal in a forge. By its light, Roland could see Sairis’s face, twisted in such a rictus of pain that it looked barely human. He was still sitting at the table, and the collar was melting, running down his chest in tracks of bubbling metal and seared flesh. Marsden flung out his hand, and Sairis fell back against the bed, but not before flinging out his own arm with a savage shout. The iron cuff was melting, too, the softening chain pulling apart. Sairis’s movement sent gobbets of liquefying metal flying across the wagon.

Roland leapt out the door to avoid being burned.

Marsden yelped, throwing up a hand to shield his face and catching fragments of white-hot iron in his clothes and hair. He was on fire. The wagon was on fire. Roland stumbled down the steps as Marsden pushed him. The magician was beating frantically at his burning clothes, choking on a spell that he couldn’t quite manage to say between cries of pain. Roland tried to help him, but the fire only leapt up brighter. After an instant, Marsden turned and ran towards the river.

In the seconds it had taken Sairis to melt his collar and set Marsden on fire, something else had begun happening outside. Roland would have expected the magicians to come to Marsden’s aid. Instead, men were running and shouting. Roland stumbled and looked down to find that the grass was slick with blood. What is happening?


“Sairis!” Roland bellowed. “Sairis, stop! Please, stop!” Is he going to attack the entire camp
 ?


Something loomed out of the darkness—illuminated by the flames of the burning wagon. A dead elk. Roland stared up into its milky eyes. The animal had already been partially dressed for the tables, and its belly cavity hung open, trailing bits of gore. Its throat gaped, and the scent of blood and offal that rolled off it made Roland’s stomach churn. The elk lowered its great rack of wicked antlers, and Roland understood why people were running and why there was blood underfoot. He heard hoofbeats and screaming. There were at least three elk. Probably more.


“Sairis, stop this!”

“There’s no need to shout. I heard you the first time.”

Roland’s head whipped around. Sairis had come down the steps of the burning wagon. Roland thought he could see the gleam of a collarbone amid the blackened skin of his neck and chest. Sairis’s shirt hung in tatters. He was gripping his left wrist where the iron cuff had been, as though holding his own arm together. He was still wearing his glasses.

“Sairis,” whispered Roland.

Sairis spoke words that smoked in the chilly air, and another dead elk came cantering out of the night. Sairis gave a toss of his head, and the animal burst into green fire. “Run through the camp,” Sairis told it calmly, and the creature set off at a sprint.

“No!” Roland shouted. “You’re going to set all kinds of things on fire. People are going to die! Sairis, this is enough! You got away! We can go—”

“We?”

Roland felt as though a vise had closed around his chest
 .

Sairis glared at him. “We
 can only destroy each other, Roland.” He made a lunge as though he thought Roland might try to stop him and clambered awkwardly onto the remaining elk’s back. It kept its antlers lowered, but it took a step away from Roland.

“Sairis, I know you—”

“No, you don’t.” Sairis caught his breath, and Roland glimpsed the terrible pain he must be feeling. “Don’t trust your uncle,” he spat. “And stay away from me.” Then he leaned forward, whispering to the elk. It set off at a trot through the screaming, fire-lit night.

Roland swallowed a sob, swore creatively, and then ran for his horse.



Chapter 11. Into the Hills


I never should have left the tower. Karkaroth was right. He was right about everything.

Sairis’s body was alight with pain and magic. Every thud of the elk’s hooves sent a shock of agony through his bones, and yet he felt as though he were thinking clearly for the first time in days. I owe these people nothing. I owe Roland Malconwy nothing. 
 I came to Chireese to make a bargain, and nobody has given me what I asked for. I saved their lives and what thanks do I get? They threaten my master, propose to take my magic by force, threaten to use me as fuel, try to make me a slave or a spy.


No more. I am going home, and to hell with anyone who gets in my way.

Unfortunately, he was, at the moment, going in the wrong direction. Sairis didn’t know much about this area, but he knew that the hills of the southern border would offer the best place to hide while he healed his wounds. Some distant part of his brain informed him that he somehow needed to find clothes, shoes, food, and clean water, but he ignored all that. First, get away from these people.


The camp was in turmoil, scrambling to put out the fire and, presumably, to behead a blazing, undead elk. Never had a hunted animal been allowed such sweet revenge upon its killers. Sairis hoped it put its antlers right through Winthrop’s smug face. At the very least, he hoped it kept them all busy for a while.

Unfortunately, the open farmland around the river valley offered only the occasional stand of trees. The elk’s dark bulk would be visible for miles as it loped over freshly mown hay fields towards the mountains. Worse yet, the animal soon slowed to a walk. Sairis couldn’t afford the magic required to make it move faster. The dead were implacable, but not swift.

He looked back twice and saw only smoke and confusion. However, when he looked a third time, a party of riders had set out. They appeared to have torches and dogs. Sairis gave a mirthless laugh. I wonder if they brought pitchforks
 .


To his annoyance, he spotted a lone rider halfway between himself and the hunting party. Of course the horse was white. What part of ‘stay away from me’ don’t you understand?


*  *  *  *

Roland expected Sairis to change directions in the first stand of trees. It was what any hunted creature would do. Unfortunately for Sairis, dead elk were not particularly stealthy. Pieces of this one kept falling off, which made Roland’s job easy, though gruesome. It also meant that the hunting party had no difficulty, either.

Roland kept hoping that they would turn back. It all depended on who had ordered the pursuit—whether it was Lord Winthrop himself, one of the lesser barons, or a spontaneous outburst on the part of the men. Roland couldn’t guess which. He’d left the paddock well ahead of them and gained ground in the open field, where Cato could outpace any horse in Winthrop’s stables.

As Roland and his quarry began climbing into the foothills over increasingly broken ground, Roland lost sight of the hunters. The baying of the dogs grew harder to follow amid the ravines. Roland hoped that meant they were farther away.

The night settled into what promised to be a long, grueling race. Roland had time to think as he rode, time to ask himself what he was doing. Sairis told me to stay away from him. He said it without witnesses. I can’t pretend he spoke for anyone else’s benefit.


Sairis is in the wilderness, practically naked, without supplies or even shoes. He’s badly burned. Soldiers are hunting him with 
 dogs. He’s hardly been out of his tower his whole life. What chance does he have alone?

The image of Sairis’s snarling contempt played over and over in Roland’s mind. “Did you really think, Roland Malconwy, that I could befriend anyone of that name? Or that a necromancer could trust a knight?”


The words had been delivered with such sincere vitriol that Roland could not quite convince himself the speech had been entirely false. He struggled to replace it with memories of their time together, but those moments in the wagon reached out like flames licking up dry wood, poisoning the past and threatening the future. Daphne said I was a fool to trust him. She said it in the kindest possible terms, but she knew something like this would happen if I persisted.


Why am I following him?

Roland concentrated on the rocky ground ahead, squinting for signs of the elk’s passing, the bits of gristle left on thorns. I want an explanation,
 he realized. I want to hear him say it when neither of us is in chains or on fire or performing for other people.
 Roland was beginning to have a terrible suspicion that he would not like this conversation, but he swore to himself that he would bear it to the end.

And I am not going to let a man I have kissed get torn apart by dogs in the wilderness. He can tell me how he never cared for me after I get him somewhere safe.

Time passed like a dream. Roland surprised a black bear and then a pair of foxes sniffing around the carrion tracks of the elk. He guessed it was around two in the morning—that hour 
 when the body is most insistent upon sleep. Roland had slept little the night before and he could feel the weight of exhaustion in his limbs—a sensation not unlike drunkenness. I wonder whether it would be safe to stop for a few hours? Surely Sairis can’t ride all night with his injuries.
 Roland thought of the last time he’d seen Sairis badly hurt. He needed sleep to recover from Hastafel’s sword. Water, too.


The hills did get more moisture than Mistala’s drought-ridden plains. Roland had crossed the first of the mountain rivers about thirty minutes ago. He’d expected Sairis to try walking downstream, if only to confuse the dogs, but the elk’s wet footprints had been plainly visible coming up the stony far bank. The fact that they had not yet dried assured Roland that he was not far behind.

Roland emerged suddenly from the trees into a meadow. He jerked Cato up hard when he saw the elk, standing in the moonlight, head down, unnaturally still.

Roland swore. There was no one on its back.



Chapter 12. Fighting


Roland heard the dogs before he reached the stream. Evidently, they had not been so easily fooled. Or perhaps the smell of live necromancer was sufficiently different from dead elk to foil Sairis’s ruse. In any event, the animals were baying loudly somewhere upstream. They sounded so excited that Roland wondered whether they’d already caught him.

As he approached the noise, Roland dismounted and led Cato as quickly and quietly as possible. If they’ve caught him, I will probably have only one chance to get him away.
 Roland was an excellent swordsman, but not such a fool as to pit himself against an entire hunting party. He left his sword strapped to the saddle, easily in reach of his hand, but not bumping against his hip.

The river had carved a deep gorge that narrowed as Roland followed the sounds of the dogs. He caught another noise underneath the baying—a hiss and churn. Waterfall.


Roland was moving along the side of the gorge, well above the river, when he spotted the silver tumble ahead. The water fell from quite a height into a basin of roiling foam. As he drew closer, Roland could see the dogs running around the edge, yapping. Men on horseback paced with them, pointing and calling to each other. Roland spotted a dozen riders before he lost count.

The cliff over which the water tumbled had a shadowy alcove behind it, and the dogs clearly thought Sairis had gone 
 in. As Roland watched, one of the animals flung itself into the basin and struggled towards the waterfall, baying its bloodlust. More followed, and soon the men were dismounting to pick their way over the stones, swords in hand. Roland wasn’t sure what to do. He hoped the men intended to take Sairis alive, but Sairis had
 just left a military camp in flames. He wondered if Sairis was capable of defending himself at this point. His magic isn’t inexhaustible. How much more can he have after melting his own mage collar, animating a dead elk for hours, and trying to heal himself of severe burns?


The dogs were in the cave behind the waterfall now, their yips echoing off the stone. Roland gathered that the cave was extensive. Someone lit a torch behind the waterfall, presenting a confused panorama of haloed water and moving shadows. Roland forced himself to breathe evenly and wait.

He was so focused on the glow behind the falls that he almost missed movement on the ledge above. Roland blinked. A questing hand reached out of the rocky shadows along the bank at the top. The person hauled himself up with obvious effort and lay still among the rocks. He was on a level with Roland, high above the waterfall cave, not twenty paces away.

Roland darted forward, dropping Cato’s reins. The destrier would wait until Roland returned or danger drove him off. Roland moved light-footed over the rocks, praying to any god who might be listening that Sairis would take another moment to catch his breath after what must have been a difficult climb.

He still hadn’t moved when Roland reached the stream and was forced to cross it. The water was fast and shallow here. 
 Roland stepped as softly as he could, ducking to avoid presenting a profile to the men at the foot of the waterfall.

Sairis finally raised his head. He was still wearing the remains of his shirt and bedraggled trousers. His chest and throat looked pink and raw, but no longer blackened. His hands and arms, by contrast, were bleeding with fresh cuts from his climb, and Roland could only imagine the state of his feet. He stared at Roland, wild-eyed, his hair damp from the waterfall’s spray.

Roland raised a finger to his lips and motioned furiously. Just come with me for gods’ sakes. We can jump on Cato and get clean away before the soldiers have any idea where you’ve gone.


Sairis turned and scrambled back into the hole from whence he’d come.

Roland bit down on a torrent of frustrated obscenities and made the reckless decision to follow. It was a narrow declivity, but not so tight that Roland couldn’t more or less drop most of the way.

He came down almost on top of Sairis on a narrow ledge, drenched in the spray of the falls and ringing with the cries of dogs perhaps fifteen feet below them. Sairis staggered back from Roland, slipped on the mossy rock, and went down, catching himself on his hands just before his backside met the ledge.

He looked up with an expression of furious astonishment. To Roland’s shock and horror, he drew a breath as though to shout.

No
 !

Roland was on him in an instant, hand clamped around his mouth. “Are you insane?” he snarled in his ear. “They will kill you! Be quiet!”

Sairis tried to bite him. He wrenched up against Roland with surprising strength and flipped him over, now on the extreme edge of the slippery rock shelf. Roland’s heart gave a painful squeeze as he felt himself slide a little. He sensed empty air beside his right shoulder, imagined the deadly drop. Military training took over, and he elbowed Sairis a cracking blow across the face that should have stunned anyone, let alone an injured man half his size.

Sairis didn’t roll off him, though. He crumpled forward, disoriented by the blow, but still snarling. Roland moved without thinking to wrap one hand around Sairis’s throat. He managed a rough whisper, “Get off!”

Heat flared beside Roland’s left ear. He risked a glance and saw that Sairis had a ball of green flame spinning in his palm. It gave off surprisingly little light, but an enormous amount of heat.

Roland remembered the way Hastafel’s demon knight had burned and howled. He thought, belatedly, that perhaps Sairis was quite capable of protecting himself. From dogs and hunters and foolish lovers.

Sairis’s free hand clenched around Roland’s wrist, but Roland didn’t let go of his throat. They stared at each other, the green fire striking sparks from Sairis’s dark eyes. You’re right. I don’t know you at all
 .


Roland tightened his grip. He wondered whether he could break Sairis’s neck before Sairis slammed that ball of hot agony into his face.

A memory:

“I would never take a swing at you, Sairis.”

“I’ll remind you that you said that one day.”

Roland’s vision blurred. You died in my arms once already.
 He shut his eyes, drew a breath. His voice came barely above a whisper. “I don’t think I can do it, Sair. You go first.”

Roland didn’t open his eyes, so he was completely unprepared when Sairis leaned forward against the pressure of his hand, and kissed him.

Sairis’s mouth tasted of salt. His throat moved under Roland’s fingers in a hitch that could have been sorrow or pain or just bewildered frustration.

Below them, hunters were discussing how far they should let the dogs range into the tunnels. Their voices sounded dreadfully close. Roland wanted to say something to Sairis. Something like, “Do you want to fuck me or kill me? I wish you would make up your mind.”

But he didn’t dare. Sairis was kissing him, and Roland kissed back with bruising intensity. All of the violence, exhaustion, and fear of the last two days ran together in that kiss. Sairis still had a white-knuckled grip on Roland’s wrist, his fingers digging in with clarifying pain. The ball of fire was making Roland’s ear uncomfortably warm.

Roland still could have choked him, and Sairis still could have incinerated him, and they kissed as though every second 
 might be their last. Roland became suddenly aware that Sairis was straddling his hips and that he was as aroused as he’d ever been in his life. He made a thrusting motion, and Sairis moaned against his mouth.

“Shhh,” hissed Roland, and did it again.

Sairis shifted down a fraction, so that they were in more satisfying contact. In doing so, he lost some of his leverage. Roland shamelessly seized the opportunity to roll over on top of him, careless of the ball of flame. You burn me up, you won’t get off, asshole.


There was a brief moment when Roland actually thought Sairis would smash the fire into his face. Then it went out, leaving them in even more complete darkness. Roland found his mouth again. Sairis kissed him like Roland was the antidote to all the poison in the world. At the same time, he bucked and fought, tried to get a knee into Roland’s gut, nearly hit him in the face.

Roland caught Sairis’s arms and pinned them beside his head. He let the full weight of his body come down on top of the smaller man and held him there easily in spite of his thrashing.

The hunters were still talking below. Dogs were still whining and barking. This is madness.
 But Roland couldn’t bring himself to care. He rubbed his straining erection against Sairis’s writhing warmth and swallowed the sounds he made.

Sairis had wrapped his legs around Roland’s waist. Roland got a fistful of his hair and pulled his head back to make a long, satisfying line of his throat. He licked and kissed and bit while 
 Sairis’s nails dug into his shoulders and back. It still felt as much like fighting as fucking.

Sairis flinched when Roland’s mouth encountered the raw, puckered skin at the hollow of his throat. Roland hesitated. Sairis leaned up and sank his teeth into Roland’s shoulder. It was all Roland could do to stifle a yelp. You absolute bastard.


He levered himself up and reached down. Their struggle had already gone part way towards opening their trousers. Roland finished the job with a few practiced tugs and flicks. He pulled Sairis roughly out of his clothes and stroked them together, hard and fast.

Sairis let out a noise that was very close to a cry, and Roland clapped his free hand over his mouth. He leaned close to his ear and murmured, “Shut up.”

Sairis’s breath came short and sharp against Roland’s fingers. He made another whine, and Roland forced a thumb between his teeth. Sairis’s tongue rubbed, warm and wet against the pad of his thumb, sucking. Roland’s climax hit him in a hard spike of pleasure that made him gasp and he let go of their cocks to keep his balance.

He withdrew his finger from Sairis’s mouth. The desire to kiss him gently was almost overwhelming, to move down his body in warm, wet licks, and finish him off. But if you want to do this the selfish way, my friend, we’re going to see it through to the end. And besides, you need a bath.


Sairis gave an impatient squirm beneath him. Roland ignored it. He pinned one hand over Sairis’s head, caught the 
 other wrist, and guided it down to his leaking shaft. I seem to be done, my dear. Your turn.


He could tell that Sairis didn’t like this, that he was confused and painfully aroused and a little indignant that Roland was refusing to touch him now that he’d gotten his own pleasure. But Roland started lazily licking his throat. He moved to an ear and sucked. Sairis dropped his head back. His hand began moving.

Roland kept nibbling the sensitive skin of his ear and the side of his neck while Sairis worked his own shaft. It was educational. Roland paid attention to the rhythm, to the places Sairis was touching, feeling the slide of his hand between their bodies.

When he could tell Sairis was very close, Roland reached down, running his hand over Sairis’s flank and along his ass, touching him through his clothes. He had a surprisingly firm bum for an academic. I suppose that’s what living in a tower will do for you.
 Roland pressed a finger against the tight ring of muscle between his cheeks and laughed soundlessly when Sairis climaxed almost at once, warm and sticky against Roland’s stomach.

Roland did kiss him gently then. He wondered if Sairis was going to bite him again, but Sairis only tucked his head against Roland’s shoulder when Roland pulled away.


Damn it.
 Roland was well on his way to being hard again. Sairis was clinging to him in the darkness, and Roland wished he could turn him over and fuck him properly. He wished he could hear the sounds he would make if they weren’t hiding for their lives. If they weren’t...fighting
 ?

What are we doing to each other?

He looked at Sairis’s shadowed face in the faint light from the torches below—hollow-eyed, unreadable. All the tension had left his body, and he felt limp as a dead thing under Roland’s weight. This is the part where you explain that most of what’s happened in the last two days has been a terrible misunderstanding.


But they couldn’t risk a real conversation, and Sairis was nodding off in spite of the uneven rock under his back. Roland struggled off him and then half helped, half dragged him to the cave wall. He wrapped Sairis’s shivering body in his own warmth, turned his back on the cave with its dogs and hunters, and hoped the world would leave them alone for a while.



Chapter 13. Illusions


“Well, this explains a lot.”

Roland jerked awake. Mid-morning sunlight danced around him on the cave walls, refracted by the waterfall. The brightness seemed sadistically cheerful. Roland felt like he’d participated in a drunken tavern brawl and then slept on the floor in his clothes. Sairis stirred in his arms, lifting his face to squint owlishly in the direction of the voice
 .

Roland turned to see Marsden standing a few feet away, looking both annoyed and winded. Sairis came to life with an explosion of movement, lunging across Roland to shout a spell that hurt Roland’s ears. Marsden dissolved. Roland’s mind had no other word for what he saw. The magician’s features ran together as lines of yellow light exploded across his body in hairline fissures.

Roland clamped an arm around Sairis’s waist as Sairis tried to scramble up. “No!”

Roland expected Marsden to crumple and fall from the ledge, but the magician remained on his feet. He didn’t even stagger, although he turned his head with a sharp sound of what might have been pain.

Sairis’s knee met Roland’s stomach, and Roland released him with a grunt. They both stood up together. Marsden’s features had resolved. Roland stared at him. The magician was still more or less the same size, perhaps a little shorter, but the shape of his body and the planes of his face had altered. His beard had vanished. His voice, when he spoke, came out higher and with a querulous tone that it usually lacked, “Well, I suppose I had that coming. But I think you’d better settle down now and listen to me.”

Sairis responded by flinging a ball of green fire, which Marsden met with a yellow one. The two spells glanced off each other and exploded, showering sparks across the mercifully wet ledge and its occupants.


Marsden is a woman,
 thought Roland
 .

However, the true sex of Mistala’s dean of magical studies seemed less important than the fact that two magicians were about to have a full-blown duel on a narrow, slippery ledge with gods only knew how many enemies closing in. “Sairis!” barked Roland. He stepped between them, arms outstretched. “We cannot simply kill everybody in our way, particularly not citizens of Mistala!”

“I don’t know about everyone,” flashed Sairis, “but I am definitely going to kill him.”

“Her,” said Roland automatically.

“I prefer him,” offered Marsden.

“I am definitely going to kill him,”
 repeated Sairis.

“That would be unfortunate,” said Marsden, “since I have Roland’s horse and supplies, and you’ll never find them without my help.”

“Watch me,” said Sairis, who appeared to be looking for a clear shot around Roland. “You can watch from the River.”

“I also have the sword,” said Marsden quietly.

Sairis went still. Marsden looked at him over Roland’s shoulder. “The hunters have moved on, but I think they will be back. You might want to be away by then.”

“I find myself disinclined to trust you,” snapped Sairis.

“You’re not filling me
 with confidence, either.”

Roland drew a hand across his face. “Could we just calm down and talk for a moment?”

“Certainly,” said Marsden, “I suggest we do so over breakfast, since Sairis is in real danger of burning himself out of existence. Did you feed him last night?
 ”

Roland felt a stab of guilt. “No.”

At the same time, Sairis said, “Why on earth would we go anywhere with you?”

Marsden gave him an exasperated look, then turned his full attention to Roland. “There’s a meadow a little south of here. I suspect you know the way. It has a recently butchered, freshly dressed elk in it. Meet me there.”

He vanished.

Roland blinked. His eyes swept the ledge, but there was nothing to see.

Sairis gave a cry of fury and this time managed to dodge under Roland’s arm. “He’s an illusionist! It’s some kind of charm. He’s still here!”

“I don’t think so,” said Roland, looking over the edge. A rope had been secured a little below their perch. It looked unnaturally taut. As Roland watched, it gave a jerk and went slack. Roland saw a single puddle splash in the direction of the cave’s mouth and then lost track of where Marsden might be.

“The nerve,” fumed Sairis. “The absolute gall!”

Roland turned to look at him. Sairis was hugging himself in his torn shirt and ragged trousers, barefoot on the wet rock. The burns across his neck and chest still looked livid, and a spot near his left shoulder had started to seep an unhealthy-looking, milky fluid. His left wrist and forearm didn’t look much better. He actually seemed to be in worse shape than after Hastafel’s sword thrust.


I cannot believe I was throwing you around last night.
 “Sairis, you are hurt. Do you even realize how badly? We cannot become 
 fugitives. Daphne is about to go into battle for the first time in her life. My exhausted men in the pass will be asked to rally themselves for a large-scale assault. I should be with them, and instead I am out here! I have a responsibility to people who have put their faith in me! You—”

Sairis swayed on his feet.

Roland stepped forward to catch him, but Sairis had already crouched down. “I’m fine,” he muttered to the rock floor. “Just dizzy.” His voice had lost its ferocity. He continued without raising his head. “You should go. I tried to tell you that last night.”

Roland gave a bitter laugh. “Is that
 what you were trying to tell me last night? Gods, you’re terrible at communicating.”

Sairis gave a sharp exhalation that might have been a laugh. He looked up, his dark hair falling into his eyes. “Go, Roland.”

Roland crouched in front of him. “I can’t.”

Sairis looked at him for a long moment. Roland noticed that, in addition to the burns, he had an extravagantly black eye. What
 are we doing to each other?


At last, Sairis said, “You think I should go talk to Marsden.”

“I’d like to hear what he has to say. And if he truly has my horse, we have no supplies or transportation. You have no shoes and hardly any clothes. We’re in border country. We can’t go stumbling through the wilderness like this, and I don’t think you want to go back to my uncle.”

Sairis scowled. “Your uncle wanted me to spy on you. He said—” Sairis shook his head. “He’s not your friend. Don’t trust him. Marsden is probably working for him. This is probably a trap—
 ”

“You think everything is a trap.”

“For me, everything is!”

Roland shook his head. “I think he would have attacked us while we were asleep if he wanted to harm us. I think we should go to the meadow, listen to what he has to say, and get you something to eat before you pass out. Will food help your wounds heal? Because you look like you’re working on blood poisoning.”

Sairis did not respond. He slid his glasses onto his nose. Roland let him think. After a moment, he muttered, “I’m not sure why you’re asking. You could just throw me over your shoulder. I obviously lack the personal fortitude to set you on fire.”

Roland gave a surprised snort of laughter.

Sairis stared miserably at his palms. “Or, frankly, the magic.”

Roland reached out to take one of Sairis’s hands. It was ice cold. “I will not let him hurt you. Trust me?”

Sairis took a deep breath. He started to stand up, then promptly sat back down. “I...might need a bit of help.”

Roland felt a flood of relief. “That I can do.”

*  *  *  *

By the time he managed to get off the ledge, Sairis had a clear notion that he’d overextended himself. He’d used magic to make up for the weakness of his starved body, magic to free himself, magic to heal himself, magic to bind ghosts, magic to summon fire..
 .

He’d drained the stored energy from his glasses, and his personal reserves were near zero. This had never happened to him before—not without something actively blocking his access to power. There’d been times when he’d nearly died before he could heal himself, but never this feeling of hitting dry earth at the bottom of a well. It was shocking.

Sairis started towards the clearing with the notion that he must arrive under his own power to avoid appearing weak to an enemy. He set his teeth against the pain of his burns, which became more distracting with every step. They’d been numb last night, but they seemed to have stopped healing right about the point of most exquisite sensation. He could feel his own heartbeat in the blistered skin, and the mere touch of the gentle morning sun was excruciating.

He was terribly thirsty. He wanted to drink from the river, but he had just enough presence of mind to force himself away. Intestinal parasites were surprisingly resistant to magic.

Sairis knew he needed to explain some things. He could tell Roland wanted to ask questions—that he was hurt and a little angry and definitely confused, but he was holding his tongue out of deference to Sairis’s obviously fragile state. Sairis could almost hate him for that. It would be so much easier if I could just hate him.


Sairis could still feel Roland’s palm against his throat, the heat of his mouth, the frantic pleasure that had obliterated fear. Even the pain of his injuries had transformed in that moment—a harmony set against melody, something delicious and forbidden, stolen from the darkness
 .

I probably shouldn’t have kissed him.

When their route started to take them uphill through stands of briar, Sairis lost his battle with dignity. “You can’t walk through this barefoot,” Roland said.

“Alright,” said Sairis.

“I mean, your feet—”

“I said alright.”

The rest was a blur. Sairis promised himself he was not going to faint. He was absolutely not going to give Marsden the pleasure. And anyway, it would be harder for Roland to carry him. He wouldn’t be able to wrap his arms around Roland’s neck, tuck his face against his shoulder, curl against his chest.

Sairis knew he must have drifted, because when he opened his eyes, he realized Roland had sat down. He was still holding Sairis, and also...water. Sairis snatched at the proffered canteen, drank it so quickly he almost choked. When he’d finished, he tried to look around. He thought for a moment that he’d lost his glasses again, but he found them still on his nose. He couldn’t seem to make his eyes focus.

“Sair?” Roland’s voice sounded worried.

Sairis struggled to sit up. “Where...?” he slurred.

A face swam into view, and Sairis jerked back with a hiss. Marsden was holding out a plate of something that, admittedly, smelled like happiness in edible form. “It really is amazing that you have even one fireball left in you,” he murmured. “Come on, kid, elk steaks for breakfast. I had to exorcise it, and let me tell you, I am not accustomed to exorcising my breakfast.
 ”

Sairis tried to retreat and came up against Roland’s chest. “Not eating anything from you.”

Marsden looked at him with something suspiciously like pity. Sairis noticed that he’d gotten his glamour back into place. It was exceptionally good—something closer to a true shape change than a mere illusion. At last, Marsden put the food down, held out his hand and said, “Ariadne. But my friends call me Andrew.”

Sairis stared at him.

“I believe I made a mistake,” continued Marsden. “I’d tell you to look for an aura in the food, but I doubt you have enough magic left. You are just going to have to trust me. I know that’s not easy, considering the last few days. So here’s some trust in return.”

One name. It wasn’t enough to make Marsden truly vulnerable, but it could certainly be used against him...in more ways than one, all things considered. But you crammed a charm down my throat and pinned me while I choked on it!


When Marsden spoke again, his voice had lost some of its authority. “How is Jonas?”

Sairis was lost.

Marsden scratched his head. “Has he gotten so paranoid that not even his apprentice knows his given name? Karkaroth, your master. Is he...alright?”

Sairis wished his eyes would focus better. He could have sworn that Marsden’s sudden preoccupation with the grass hid a sheen of moisture on his cheek
 .

“How do you...?” croaked Sairis and tried again, “What do you know about my master?”

Marsden gave a wry smile. “Not much anymore. But I was married to him for twenty years, so I like to think I know a little.”

Sairis realized his mouth was hanging open. “When were you—?”

“I believe that is a very fair amount of trust,” interrupted Marsden, “my charm notwithstanding. Eat, Sairis. You cannot burn through magic like that and expect to live a long life. Not even with...whatever you’ve done to those glasses. Did Jonas teach you nothing about self-preservation? No, I suppose he didn’t. Eat.”

Sairis ate. Two perfectly seared elk steaks with potatoes fried in fat and quantities of water from the stream, which both Roland and Marsden assured him was quite safe to drink. “You’ve never been in the mountains,” said Roland. “The water here isn’t like the over-used streams in lowland Mistala. Everything in the mountains is cleaner.”

Roland consumed his breakfast with equal relish, joking with Marsden about the utility of mages for lighting cooking fires. Sairis’s vision began to improve. He became gradually aware that they were sitting at one end of a clearing of waist-high grass, beneath an ancient oak. There was a shimmer in the air around them. “Illusory fold,” Marsden told him. “The hunters won’t find us.”

Sairis was starting into his third steak when Roland said, hesitantly, “Did you really cut a lock of my hair?
 ”

Sairis went still. Roland’s blue eyes looked uncertain, as though he were steeling himself to hear something that would hurt. Well, you knew this was coming.
 Sairis swallowed. “No.”

Roland waited. When Sairis offered nothing more, he continued, “Then what?”

Sairis drew a deep breath. The elk meat was suddenly a lead weight in his stomach.

Roland set down his plate. “I’ve thought about it, and I’m not angry. I remember the way I reacted when I realized who you were. I’ve seen the way people treat you. I can’t blame you for taking precautions. But I need to know whether I was...a precaution.”

Sairis rubbed at his eyes under his glasses. “Do we have to do this in front of fucking Marsden?”

Roland seemed to consider. “Yes.”

Sairis dropped his hands. He focused on the cooking coals. “Do you remember the mouse? How it swallowed a little of my blood? And then I had some control over it?”

Sairis risked a quick glance at Roland’s face, willing him to understand. He didn’t dare look at Marsden’s. However, Roland’s broad, honest features revealed complete incomprehension. “I never swallowed any of your blood.”

Sairis could feel the color rising in his cheeks. “No, you swallowed...something else.”

There was a long beat, during which Sairis sincerely wished for the earth to open up and swallow him.
 Then Roland laughed. He gave a great bark of laughter that rang around the clearing
 .

Sairis jumped. He looked at Roland to see whether he had experienced a mental break.

Roland was shaking, wiping tears from his eyes. He leaned over and put an arm around Sairis. “You didn’t plan that.”

“No, of course I didn’t plan that!” Sairis shot a furious glance at Marsden and saw that he was laughing, too, or trying very hard not to laugh, which was perhaps worse.

“You didn’t lay a trap for me.” Sairis could hear the relief in Roland’s voice.

“No, I just took advantage of your trust and ignorance.”

Roland wrapped both arms around him. “I would have told you to do it. I’d tell you to do it again.”

Sairis shut his eyes. He had not realized how he’d been dreading this moment. The relief at being forgiven spread like alcohol through his exhausted body.

He heard Marsden as though at a distance say, “That’s...exceptionally clever. Maybe you shouldn’t mention it to anyone else. It’s a technique that could be...abused.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” mumbled Sairis. He was slipping down into the dark, and this time he let himself go.



Chapter 14. Away from the World


Roland woke in the shade, feeling relaxed, and listening to the wind in the leaves as the sun rose towards noon. He was stretched on his sleeping pallet, wearing clean, dry clothes from his pack. He’d tried to wake Sairis to strip off his wet rags, but the man had been practically comatose. In the end, Roland had stripped off the clothes himself and wrapped Sairis in a blanket.

Marsden had left, saying that he needed to confuse their trail from the river, and he was still gone when Roland woke up from his nap. Roland hoped that didn’t mean he was bringing the hounds. Marsden hadn’t taken his horse, which Roland thought was a good sign. Cato and Marsden’s animal were both tethered a short distance away, grazing. Beyond them, the air had a distorted shimmer, like heat or the view through smoked glass. It gave Roland the strange impression of being suspended in time, cocooned away from the world.

Marsden returned at last. He sat down beside the fire, shucked off his coat, and rolled up his right sleeve. Roland saw that his forearm was dressed with a linen bandage.

“Were you badly burned?”

Marsden shrugged. “I’ve been worse. My glamour can hide injuries, but it does nothing to heal them.
 ”

Roland sat up, stretching. “Can
 you heal them? With magic I mean?”

“Depends on how much I want to use. We can’t all be Sairis.”

Marsden unwound the dressing, which was spotted with blood and straw-colored fluid. As he said, no wound was visible on his skin. He took out a vial of salve and proceeded to dab it onto his arm. After he’d finished, Marsden wordlessly offered the bottle to Roland.

Roland was confused. “I wasn’t burned...”

Marsden tapped his right shoulder.

Roland reached to touch the place and winced when he encountered the spot where Sairis had bitten him. He could feel the heat climbing his neck as he took the salve. It occurred to him that Marsden was being remarkably civil about all this. They were in an extraordinary situation in which social norms were, perhaps, suspended, but most men would have subtly rendered their opinion of Roland’s romantic choices.


But then I suppose he can’t be too moralizing when he’s... She’s...?
 “You’re married to a woman,” Roland burst out.

Marsden raised one eyebrow.

“I mean...”

“Is this really the conversation you want to have with me, Your Highness?”

“I didn’t mean...” Roland passed a hand over his face. The world seemed full of traps. “It’s just Roland. And I meant no disrespect. My own tastes have never met with public approval.
 ”

Marsden rewound a clean bandage over his arm. “My wife is perfectly aware of my origins.” Almost under his breath, he muttered, “You can’t wear a glamour all the time.”

Roland felt like an idiot. He’d never met the dean’s wife and couldn’t remember ever hearing much about her. “Is she another magician?”

Marsden smiled. “An ordinary math teacher. Although she says math is magic. I say thank the gods it isn’t.”

Roland laughed.

“It’s a difficult path you’ve set for yourself,” continued Marsden. “I wonder if you realize how difficult.”

“I didn’t choose it,” said Roland stiffly.

Marsden shook his head. “Not men. Dark wizards. Which you seem to attract, come to think of it. If you’d married Candice, she probably would have killed you.”

Roland laughed again. “I couldn’t blame her.” The salve did feel good on his abused shoulder. Roland had had love bites before, but never any that broke the skin. Let’s not do that next time, Sair.
 He fervently hoped that next time they weren’t struggling on a ledge over dogs and hunters.

Marsden settled down with a pipe. He offered Roland tobacco, but Roland shook his head. He offered small beer, and that Roland accepted. They smoked and drank in silence for a while. Roland wondered how long Sairis would sleep. Last time, he slept for almost a day. Can we afford to stay here that long? How will I catch up with Daphne? How angry is Uncle Winthrop?


Marsden broke into his thoughts. “It’s difficult to be with someone like that.
 ”

“A necromancer?” Roland wondered how many times he would need to say the word aloud before it stopped feeling like a hot brand.

“Any of the aberrant powers, but, yes, especially a necromancer. Death is always their mistress—an obsession that can easily grow to swallow all else. They go away from their bodies, and they come back changed. Some say they come back less human...a little less every time. They have an unbalanced form of power, and it takes its toll.”

Roland forced himself to listen without interrupting. I can’t very well say that Marsden doesn’t know what he’s talking about. Twenty years...


“How old were you when you married him?”

The magician blew a smoke ring. The tobacco had a pleasant odor that reminded Roland of his father. “Seventeen. He was older.”

“Gods. And you were a...a woman?”

Marsden gave him a half-smile. “Closer to a girl, I’d say.”

“I meant...” Roland felt that he’d strayed into deep waters again. I’m friends with November. I should know how to talk about this.


“A woman, yes,” said Marsden, “although I was trying on glamours even back then. I came to him the first time wanting to learn how to make them better. He was willing to experiment with forms of magic that other people wouldn’t touch. Back then, I thought that was brave. My magic was different from his. I suppose we fascinated each other.
 ”

Roland listened with interest. “Did he not...care? Whether you were a man or a woman?”

Marsden considered. “I don’t know. Jonas lived for magic. I’m not sure the shape of human bodies meant much to him. He could be very kind, but he could also be very...absent. I didn’t mind, so it worked.”

Marsden shook himself. “I realized later that part of the reason we got along was that I never challenged him. Magicians are dreadfully territorial creatures. We get along well enough when we can agree about who’s in charge, but sharing power is difficult for our sort. Sairis is at least fortunate that he hasn’t fallen into bed with another magician.”

Roland smiled. “So that’s what happened in the end? You and Karkaroth—Jonas—had a fight?”

Marsden pursed his lips. “You could say so.”

When he didn’t continue, Roland said cautiously, “Sairis seems fond of him. When we first met, he called Karkaroth his adopted father.”

Marsden nodded. “I would like to hear about that.” He scratched his head and said in a quieter voice. “When Sairis turned up in Chireese, I really thought Jonas had sent him. If I had known Sairis was acting alone, this would all have gone differently. I wish Daphne had not left me out of negotiations, although I understand why she thought two magicians at the table might be a bad idea.”

Roland was shaking his head. “I don’t think Sairis would have admitted weakness. He was very alone, you know. Coming 
 to Chireese. He didn’t know who I was when we met or he would never have told me anything.”

Marsden tilted his head, eyes bright and sharp. “I have had the story of Hastafel’s attack from the queen. I would like to hear your version. I would also like to know...” He motioned between Sairis and Roland. “How this got started. If you’re willing.”

Roland sipped his beer. “How much do you know about a tavern called the Tipsy Knave?”



Chapter 15. Ambrosia


A smell drew Sairis out of the darkness—something sweet with an indescribable richness that seemed to promise secrets. He opened his eyes. It was dark, but banked coals glowed a few feet away. Sairis could make out Roland’s silhouette, the firelight picking out threads of gold in his hair. Sairis would have liked to go on staring at him, but Marsden was sitting on the ground beside Sairis’s head, holding out a mug. “Ambrosia,” he said. “You’ll heal faster.”

Sairis blinked up at the mug. Undifferentiated magic was difficult to distill and store. Sairis had never had much interest 
 in trying. Most magicians couldn’t incorporate it anyway. Ambrosia was food for demons and faeries, although it made a powerful ingredient in raw spells and potions.

“It’s...?”

“Infused into alcohol. Not easy, not cheap. Sit up and drink it.”

Sairis rose awkwardly to hands and knees and shivered as the chilly night air penetrated his warm nest. He realized he was naked and pulled the blanket tight around his body. As he moved, his burns reasserted themselves with scalding intensity. In addition, his nose was so swollen that he could not breathe out of it, and he found that he could barely open one eye. His magic still seemed non-existent. Healing as a mundane is terrible.


Sairis squinted at the proffered mug, then at Marsden’s face. His voice came out thick with his swollen nose. “Trying to get me drunk now?”

Marsden shrugged. “We need to move soon, and you’re not well enough. You need magic to heal yourself. It’s this or a massacre, and on balance, I’d rather get you drunk.”

Sairis reached for the mug with the careful movements of a person with only one eye. “Why didn’t you give it to me earlier?”

“I thought you might use the magic to set me on fire.”


Fair point.
 Sairis sipped at the liquid and coughed. Warmth spread through his stomach, along with an electric sense of pleasurable energy. It
 is like a massacre in a cup,
 he almost said, but didn’t
 .

Marsden watched him. “You injured three of my students yesterday, Sairis. If you actually kill any of them, we will not be friends.”

“I would hate to know what you’d do to me if we were not friends.”

“Yes, you would. Do you really suppose it wouldn’t have been easier to kill you?”

“Do you really suppose I’d be this
 beat up if I had no compunction about massacring people?” Sairis knew he was revealing a weakness, but he couldn’t take any more of Marsden’s self-righteousness.

“No,” said Marsden after a moment, “I don’t suppose you would.”

Roland spoke, his voice hesitant. “Did I do that to your eye, Sair?”

Sairis shook his head. “Tree branch hit me in the dark. Fell off the damned elk.”

Roland gave an uneasy laugh.

“Twice,” added Sairis. He tilted his head back and touched the bridge of his nose experimentally. “I think you might have broken my nose, though.” He could almost feel Roland’s discomfort and added, “I was threatening to push you off a ledge at the time.”

“I still wish I hadn’t.”

“I’m really quite durable, appearances notwithstanding.”

Marsden retrieved his pipe from a rock beside the fire and made himself comfortable. “I brought you some clothes that 
 should fit. Although I doubt you’ll want to put on a shirt until those burns are a little better.”

Sairis was surprised and more relieved than he wanted to admit. He had not been looking forward to trying to figure out how to hold up a pair of Roland’s trousers. He knew he should say thank you, but what came out of his mouth was, “Anything else you’d like me to wear?”

Marsden said nothing.

Sairis shut his eyes. The pain of his burns had already decreased remarkably, and he could mostly breathe out of his nose again. The alcohol was making him feel chatty. Against his better judgment, he said, “I used to attend your lectures.”

Marsden looked at him in surprise. He thought for a moment. “The guest mirror... I set it up for the Falcostan practitioners. They have to hide... You attended? For how long?”

Sairis found his glasses beside him on the ground. He picked them up and began cleaning them on the blanket. “I don’t know. On and off for a few years. You taught me most of what I know about fire magic.” Don’t tell him that,
 snapped a voice in Sairis’s head. He doesn’t deserve to know that.


But he’d drunk half the liquor in the mug and another voice answered, Why not?


Marsden set down his pipe. “You—?”

Sairis talked over him, “So, you see, Professor, I am one of your students, too.”

“I...wish I had known that. Did Jonas—?
 ”

“No, of course he didn’t know,” continued Sairis. “I was all ready to sign up at one point. Had my bags packed to run away, join the university, do whatever it took to get out of that tower.”

A long pause. At last, Marsden said, “I take it he stopped you?”

Sairis shrugged. “Not exactly. He just showed me what happens to the ones you collar.”

Marsden went still.

After a moment, Roland turned and spoke to Marsden with an edge in his voice, “I thought you said you wanted him to live at the university. That he wouldn’t be hurt.”

Marsden shifted on his bedroll. “Yes.”

Sairis downed the last of the liquor, the magic creating a sense of melting pleasure in his core that spread outward over his skin. “Better than sex,” he would have said...although that was before he’d had sex. Sairis slid his glasses onto his nose, and there was no pain. He spoke to Marsden matter-of-factly. “Are you going to tell him what happens to witches when the school gets hold of them?”

“You’re not a witch,” said Roland.

“I might be. How would you know?”

Marsden interrupted. “I’m not sure witches exist. I’m not sure it’s possible to sell your soul or anyone else’s for magic. I am
 sure that some people are born with aberrant powers that thrive on the sacrifice of human life. Those powers are stronger and more dangerous since the Sundering.”

“Do you hurt them?” demanded Roland. “You said—
 ”

“No, we don’t hurt them. Unless they seem to have an ingrained taste for blood magic. We—” Marsden massaged his temples. “In the fifteen years since I’ve been dean of magical studies, we’ve dealt with a couple dozen aberrant powers, including three necromancers. Usually we find out about them because they begin using other people for magic. Or they engage in other dangerous practices, such as consorting with faeries or demons, which will certainly get them named a witch in any rural village. Sometimes their parents bring them to us.”

“So what happens to them?” said Roland impatiently.

“We collar them. First with iron if they’re uncooperative, later with more sophisticated spells. We give them the option of working at the university where they can have limited access to their magic and help in our research. Or we can give them a more permanent inhibitor that completely blocks their access to power. They can live their lives as normal people. If their families are poor, we offer to pay for training and help them find placement in a trade of their choice. Most peasants would be delighted to have such options.”

“And then?” asked Sairis sweetly.

Roland looked between them with mounting impatience.

Marsden let out a long breath. “They kill themselves. Five years is the longest any of them has lasted. It’s frustrating. They often seem to be doing fine, although there’s certainly some depression related to the loss of power. And then, one day someone finds them hanging from a rafter.”

There was a long, terrible pause. Then Roland got to his feet
 .

Marsden stood up, too, his expression wary.

“You told me you weren’t going to hurt him,” grated Roland.

“I wasn’t. We are getting better at the collars and the inhibitors. We can’t improve without practice—”

“You are not going to practice on him! You say you care about hurting people—”

“I do! They were my students, Roland! Do you have any idea—?” He caught his breath. “I do not want them to come to bad ends! But do you really suppose their lives are more valuable than those of their victims? I have seen what happens when a decent person is given that kind of power. I’ve seen—” He bit back the words. “I’ve seen what happens.”

Roland did not sit down. His face, half-lit by the coals, looked intimidating—jaw clenched, lips pressed together. Sairis felt vaguely surprised. He hadn’t meant to make everyone so angry. I am really very drunk.
 He decided that he shouldn’t be the only person sitting and tried to stand up. He felt lighter than air, but his legs were uncooperative. He staggered, nearly lost his blanket and ended up clutching it around his waist.

“Don’t fight.” Gods, listen to me! Sair, the necromancer-peacekeeper.
 Sairis looked up at Roland, at the firelight glowing on the planes of his face. “He’s right. I am dangerous.”

Roland’s eyes flicked from Marsden to Sairis, started back towards Marsden, and didn’t quite make it. The line of Roland’s jaw relaxed a little. Sairis considered what he must look like—a gaunt young man, half naked and fish-belly pale, clutching a blanket around his waist. Roland’s mouth twitched. “Dangerous.
 ”

Sairis gave him the kind of grin he certainly would never have given sober and announced, “I am terrifying! You said so yourself.” He attempted to make a sweeping gesture and nearly dropped the blanket. “Scourge of the realm! Dark Lord of the Styx!”

Roland swallowed a laugh as he reached out to keep Sairis from stumbling sideways. “I think you’re going to be an embarrassed dark lord in a moment if you don’t put some clothes on.”

Sairis took a lurching step around him. “I am clothed with darkness.”

Roland was shaking with laughter. “You are really drunk.”

“Yes, but I have healed my burns. I am off to conquer the world.”

Roland put out an arm to steer him around the glowing coals. “Are you sure? You seem more likely to sit down in the fire.”

“I might be off to take a piss,” Sairis allowed.

“Would you like some assistance?”

“Based on everything you know about me, how do you think I’ll answer that question?”

Roland ignored this, which was probably just as well, because a horse loomed out of the darkness and Sairis nearly lost control of his bladder prematurely.

Somewhere behind them, Marsden called, “More steak?”

“Yes!” bawled Sairis, dimly aware that some aspects of this evening might give him pause tomorrow. He fumbled to relieve himself without fouling his blanket. After a moment, he added 
 over his shoulder, “Sorry about setting you on fire! I mean, not really!”

“Can we say I feel the same way about the charm?”

“Can we say I’m better at fire magic than you? Because I melted your godsdamned—”

“Sairis,” said Roland, “how about we stop shouting before we attract unwanted attention?”

When they returned to the fire, Marsden had more steaks sizzling in a pan over the coals, along with vegetables. He’d topped off Sairis’s mug with water. “That was quite an impressive display with the collar,” he said as he poked the coals to life, “although I think it had more to do with whatever you’ve done to those glasses. Is that a focus?”

Sairis didn’t see any point denying it.

“I’ve never seen one so small.”

“There’s a lot you haven’t seen.”

“There’s a lot he’s going
 to see if you don’t stop waving your arms around,” said Roland and helped Sairis to the ground.

“Did you leave the glasses behind on purpose?” asked Roland. “I found them under a bed.”

Marsden shook his head. “There was a struggle. Sairis was just returning to his body; he was confused. The glasses must have gotten kicked across the floor and we missed them.”

Sairis shook his head. “I had a guide for the mirror maze—the bound ghost of a mouse. I think it hid my glasses. It had completed its task and would have been seeking another. Ghosts in that state can be highly attuned to their binder’s desires, even 
 when those desires are not clearly articulated. Ghosts can’t hide much, but they can obscure little things, sometimes.”

Roland looked at him curiously. “It didn’t hide them from me. It showed me where to find them.”

“My ghosts like you.” Sairis set down his plate and tilted his head back against Roland’s shoulder. “Also you probably still smelled a bit like my magic.”

Roland put an arm around him. “I knew you wouldn’t leave your glasses behind.”

“I didn’t mean to leave you
 behind.”

“It seemed like you wanted to back there.”

“That was...” Sairis rubbed at his eyes. The food had diluted the alcohol and now he just felt drowsy. I’m not ready for this conversation,
 whispered a voice in his head.


You
 have to tell him some of it,
 whispered another.

“Your uncle knows about your romantic preferences,” said Sairis. “He said he was going to let you take me back to Daphne, and I was supposed to bring him reports. He said that if I talked about it or didn’t cooperate, he would use me as bait to catch my master.”

Roland’s whole body stiffened.

“There’s more,” continued Sairis. “He doesn’t think Daphne can hold the kingdom. He thinks you’ll be king in the end, and he’s worried about your behavior. He wants a way to control you. He thought I might do.”

There was a long, terrible pause, during which Roland did not move at all. Then he said, in an oddly flat voice, “Sairis, I am sorry.
 ”


Well, now I’ve made him sad,
 thought Sairis. And all I really want to do is crawl into his arms and wrap this blanket around both of us.


“I should have seen this,” muttered Marsden. “Your father asked me to keep an eye on him.”

Roland’s head snapped up. “On Uncle Winthrop?”

Marsden nodded. “He asked me to ingratiate myself to your uncle about two years ago and keep an eye on his interactions with the barons. Daphne was aware of this and I have spoken to her regarding your uncle a few times. I didn’t know about your situation, though. About the potential for blackmail.” Something on Roland’s face made him draw back. “Roland, I am not criticizing you, but this secret does present a massive opportunity for leverage over a potential heir to the throne. I wish Daphne had told me, but I’m sure she wanted to protect you.”

“Maybe if you’d told her about your own potential for blackmail, she’d have been more forthcoming,” said Sairis in a nastier voice than he had intended.

Marsden hunched inside his coat.

Roland swallowed. Sairis could feel the motion through his whole body—as though Roland were swallowing so much more than spit. “So...everyone knew Uncle Winthrop might betray us. Everyone except me.”

Sairis could almost hear Winthrop saying, “Oh, I know my nephew. He would take you back even if you spit in his face. He is a trusting creature and loyal to a fault.
 ”


“You’ve been gone for four years,” said Marsden patiently. “You cannot expect to follow the machinations of a court under pressure from such a distance, Roland.”

“I was never very good at machinations.”

Sairis decided they’d spoken enough about Winthrop. He turned to Marsden. “Do you really have the sword?”

“I do.”

“Do you think it’s Hastafel’s focus?”

Marsden pursed his lips. “That seems unlikely. It’s certainly a magical artifact of great power, but I cannot imagine that Hastafel gave us anything useful. It seems likely to be a trap.”

Sairis rocked his head. “I’m not convinced he left it behind on purpose, but you might be right. In any case, it’s a spirit vessel with ghosts trapped inside. I wanted to have a look from the Styx.”

“I would prefer that you didn’t.”

“You could come with me. Keep an eye on me.”

Marsden shook his head. “We’re not doing anything with the sword tonight. We need to get some sleep. Roland, do you intend to try to catch up with your sister?”

Roland considered. “It will be difficult at this point. Maybe impossible. If we ride across the open plain, we’ll run into Uncle Winthrop’s column. I’d rather confront him again with Daphne at my side.” He licked his lips. “We could stay in the hills and keep following the border, meet them in the pass itself.”

Marsden nodded. “So we ride hard tomorrow.” He rose and started spreading out his sleeping pallet. “I’ve shielded us tonight with magic. That means no one needs to lose sleep keeping 
 watch. I can’t do that every night, so I suggest you take the opportunity to rest.”



Chapter 16. Warmer


The effects of the alcohol had dissipated a bit, and Sairis was feeling sufficiently modest that he took himself a short distance from the fire to try on the new clothes before going to sleep. They were plain linen issued to soldiers at the castle. The trousers were slightly too large, but nothing that couldn’t be fixed with a belt. The shirt and coat were adequate. The boots, on the other hand, were more than a little too big. Sairis sliced up some of the rags from his former shirt, stuffed them into the toes, and hoped that he wouldn’t have to walk very far.

He returned to the fire to find that Roland had made him a pallet alongside his own a few paces from the fire. Marsden was a shadowy bulk on the opposite side of the coals, already softly snoring.

Sairis wasn’t sure whether to be disappointed or relieved that Roland hadn’t invited him into his bedroll. True, they had slept in each other’s arms last night, but that seemed like a dream 
 now. Sairis had been half out of his mind with pain, fear, and anger. He’d been so
 determined to get clean away from all this.

And somehow I’m still here.

Roland was not asleep when Sairis knelt and slipped into the bedroll a couple of feet away. He’d been fairly quiet since the revelation about his uncle, and he lay on his back now, staring up at the stars. The sky was clear, but distorted by Marsden’s barrier.

“Do the clothes fit?” asked Roland without taking his eyes from the sky.

“Well enough,” said Sairis. He was still wearing the shirt and the trousers without a belt.

After a moment, Sairis asked, “Were you close to your uncle?” Immediately, he heard his own voice snarling, “Did you love your father?”
 Sairis shut his eyes and hoped Roland wouldn’t draw the parallel.

Roland seemed to consider. “I thought so.” He didn’t sound angry, only sad—something deep and complex and probably older than this evening’s revelation.

Sairis had a sudden, insane urge to hunt down Winthrop and punish him for betraying Roland’s trust. There is no such thing as loyal to a fault.
 Sairis turned over on his side, facing Roland, and said, “Can we just pretend that when I said, ‘See you tonight,’ that was this morning?”

Roland turned away from the stars and gave a crooked smile. “Except that somehow instead of the Tipsy Knave with Daphne and Anton, we ended up in the woods with the dean of magical studies?”

“I admit that the company and venue have degenerated.
 ”

Roland reached over and ran the knuckles of two fingers over Sairis’s collarbones. “That’s looking better.”

Sairis supposed that it was. The skin didn’t hurt and wasn’t numb. Sairis was suddenly conscious of how much better he felt all over. Something stirred between his legs. Do I have extra blood for
 that now?


Roland smiled.


How does he know?!
 Sairis was still tipsy enough not to care. He caught Roland’s hand in both of his. “It is really absurd how easily you can get me excited.”

Roland smiled again, but he still looked sad. He extracted his hand from Sairis’s. “You were going to sign Marsden’s contract. Because of me.”

Sairis looked away.

“You were going to let them—”

“You came after me,” interrupted Sairis. “I hurt you, and you didn’t know why, and you still—”

“I am dangerous for you.”

Sairis gave a bitter laugh. “Your uncle painted a pretty clear picture of what might happen to you
 if people found out about me.”

A pause. Sairis could tell that Roland was not accustomed to thinking of himself as vulnerable in this way. After a moment, Roland shook his head and repeated, “I am dangerous for you—”

“And yet you make me feel safe.” Sairis was surprised at his own bravery. Too honest.


But it stopped Roland’s line of thought in its tracks. After a moment, he said, “That means a lot...coming from you.
 ”

“Yes, it does.”

Roland’s fingers reached out again to caress Sairis’s cheek and jaw. Sairis kissed his palm. “I don’t know if I can do this with Marsden right over there,” he whispered.

Roland laughed. “I wasn’t trying to start anything.”

“Really? You seem bent on making it difficult for me to fall asleep.”

“I take it you’d rather not crawl in with me, then?”

“Oh. Um...”

“The night’s cold,” said Roland with mock seriousness. “We’ll be warmer together.”

“You are infinitely practical.”

“Infinitely.”

So Sairis crawled out of his own bedroll and into Roland’s arms. Roland proceeded to pull Sairis’s blankets over both of them. Halfway through this process Sairis made a discovery that he probably should have guessed earlier. “You’re naked!”

Roland smirked. “You’re not.”

“Yes, well... It’s cold.”

“It’s actually warmer if you’re naked.”

“How is that possible?”

“I don’t know. Something about trapping body heat.”

The firm curves of Roland’s muscular body certainly felt hot to Sairis. The shifting planes of his back and stomach were utterly fascinating. Roland gave a gentle tug on his shirt. “Do you want to get this off? You don’t have to, but it’s...nice.”

Sairis swallowed. He wanted to say, My body isn’t as pretty as yours
 .


But if a beautiful man wants to get you naked, why argue with him?

“Alright.”

Roland proceeded to strip Sairis’s shirt off over his head with unhurried movements. He reached down and unlaced Sairis’s trousers, then worked them off as well. Sairis tried not to jump at the casual slide of Roland’s thigh between his legs. Roland clearly wasn’t trying to touch him, but he wasn’t trying not
 to touch him, either. Roland folded Sairis’s trousers, set them aside, then settled back down and gathered Sairis into his arms. Sairis let out a long breath. The sensation of so much bare skin against his own was almost overwhelming. Roland stretched out on his back with Sairis half on top of him. His fingers carded through Sairis’s hair, big palms running up and down his back, over his flanks, up his spine.

Sairis couldn’t relax at first. His earlier arousal was entirely obliterated by his anxiety, and he lay there tense as a nervous cat. However, as Roland kept stroking his body, he began to unclench. He let his own hands explore, tracing the muscles of Roland’s shoulders and arms, the wiry curls across his chest and down his stomach.

“See?” murmured Roland, his voice a deep reverberation against Sairis’s ear. “Nice.”

“Mmm.”

“When we met, I got the idea you’re not accustomed to being touched—not just sexually, but ever.”

Sairis nodded
 .

“Do you want to be more...accustomed? I know some people just don’t like being touched, and if it’s like that—”

“It isn’t.” Sairis wanted to say, This is wonderful.
 He wanted to say, Don’t ever stop touching me.
 But a voice whispered that he was very close to making a fool of himself, and so he just kissed the hollow of Roland’s throat and laid his head down on Roland’s chest.

He could hear the smile in Roland’s voice as he murmured, “Alright.”

Sairis thought it might be difficult—sleeping with Roland’s naked body pressed against his own. He thought that once his nerves stopped twanging, the whole situation might be too stimulating for sleep. Sairis had no sooner had this thought than Roland’s hands stilled against his back, Sairis shut his eyes...and the next thing he knew, it was morning.



Chapter 17. The Ridge Road


Roland woke in the dewy, pre-dawn darkness to the crunch of a stick. A large stick. A heavy crunch
 .

He lay still, instantly alert, trying to remember why his sword wasn’t to hand. Who’s on watch? Have they been killed? Am I being stalked? Is it inside the walls?


No, that wasn’t right. He was outdoors, not in a fort. Was he on patrol?

There was a warm weight against his body, other limbs tangled with his own. Roland’s head cleared a little. Sairis.
 The prickle of his short beard against Roland’s bare chest and the trusting, sleepy weight of him would have made this a perfect waking, if...

If that crunch hadn’t been real. Did I dream it?
 He’d been prone to nightmares over the last year. I probably woke myself up. It probably wasn’t real.
 Roland lifted his face towards the dark meadow, barely illuminated by the first soft glow of dawn. He froze. Two points of reflected light glinted amid the deep, shadowy grass. They were blurred by Marsden’s barrier—greenish, indistinct. Roland blinked hard and the lights vanished.

He lay there, heart thumping, staring into the darkness. He listened for footfalls or breathing or snapping twigs. He listened for cries from the horses. But the night remained quiet until the first morning birds began to sing, at which point Roland decided it was time to be on their way.

*  *  *  *

Sairis woke with difficulty from a pleasant dream into a cold, damp morning, barely light enough to see. He was still sluggish from healing, but managed to dress himself in a groggy daze. He drank a canteen of water, ate the dried fruit and sharp cheese that were offered, and did not come fully to life until he 
 was nose to nose with a horse. Sairis jerked back, nearly stepping on Roland.

“Did you hear what I said?” asked Roland patiently.

“Wha—?”

“I need you to ride behind me. The weight will be easier on Cato, but we still need to get you your own horse at the first opportunity.”

“That’ll be interesting,” said Sairis faintly. The horse’s eyes looked very bright, its nose very soft. Contrary to Sairis’s first impression, the animal was not entirely white, but had a black spot across part of his face and mane.

Roland peered at Sairis in amazement. “You’ve never ridden a horse before?”

“Not a live one.”

Roland passed a hand over his face.

“It’s much the same as a dead one,” said Marsden behind him.

“How would you know?” asked Sairis.

Roland sounded offended, “Cato is not in any way comparable to a dead horse!”

The animal snorted, showering Sairis with a fine mist. “He’s certainly wetter,” said Sairis with a grimace.

“He is an excellent animal who has seen me through difficult times,” said Roland. “However, he is a warhorse, so he is trained to bite and kick. He doesn’t usually do it unless commanded, but I wouldn’t stick my hand in his mouth if I were you.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” said Sairis
 .

Mounting a live horse turned out to be a bit trickier than mounting a dead one, since a live horse tended to dance around a lot more. Sitting behind the saddle was a little awkward. However, wrapping his arms around Roland’s waist improved the entire experience by orders of magnitude. Sairis couldn’t see much over Roland’s shoulders, but he supposed that was a price worth paying. Marsden’s dun colored animal trotted up beside them, and they set off just as the sun was peeking over the horizon. They hadn’t gone more than a short distance into the meadow, however, before Roland stopped and pointed at something on the ground.

Marsden trotted up beside him and swore when he saw what Roland indicated: enormous pawprints. No one said anything for a moment, and then Sairis murmured, “I don’t have much experience with illusory folds, but I didn’t think they kept anything out. Just...made us harder to see.”

Marsden nodded. “I confused our trail from the river. I knew ordinary dogs and hunters wouldn’t find us. I didn’t think about...that.”


Another pause. “Maybe it was an ordinary mountain lion,” offered Roland. “Is there a way to tell the difference?”

“If I were looking at the creature, yes,” said Marsden. “From a track? Well, I
 can’t tell. Sairis?”

Sairis shook his head. “I’m an expert in ghosts, not demons.” He frowned. “Candice and the demon wanted the sword. They wouldn’t say why. I think Hastafel promised her the demon’s name in exchange for victory in Mistala. She’s a sorcerer without a bound demon, and that’s a vulnerable position. But I don’t 
 know how the sword figures into it. Or, come to that, why the demon hasn’t killed her if it’s not bound to her will.”

“Maybe it has
 killed her,” said Marsden darkly. “Or possessed her.”

They were all silent for a moment. At last, Roland said, “If the demon came here last night looking for the sword, what would have stopped it from attacking us?”

Neither Marsden nor Sairis had an answer.

“Maybe we just got lucky,” said Sairis.

“Maybe.” Marsden gave an uneasy look around the meadow. Suddenly the dawn light didn’t seem nearly bright enough. Every shadow seemed a little darker. “I’ll use some tricks today while we ride. If someone—or something—is following us, it’s going to have a difficult time.”

*  *  *  *

Roland forced himself to stop thinking about being stalked by the enormous demon leopard that was also a boy and also a woman and who might have done something terrible to poor Uncle Mani. He focused on the task at hand. I’ve got to reach the pass so that I can help Daphne.
 Roland wasn’t naive enough to suppose that his own sword, however skillfully wielded, would make the difference. But Sairis could change everything. And I should be there in any case. I should be with the men who’ve stayed at my side these last four years. And if there is any unpleasantness with Uncle Winthrop, I want to be present to speak for myself and for Sairis.


Roland guessed that the plan he’d outlined at Carmath would still be the one in use. He supposed that things might 
 change when Daphne and Winthrop spoke—a meeting that might be happening this very morning on the plains west of Chireese—but Roland thought it likely that the final decision would be as he’d outlined: a full frontal attack with Anton’s troops reinforcing Uncle Jessup’s men in the pass, while Winthrop brought men from the border garrisons down the treacherous Valley of False Hope. Hastafel would expect the first move, but not the second.

Unfortunately, if this plan remained in effect, it put Winthrop’s men between Roland and Daphne for the duration of the march across the plain. Roland could not think of a way to get in front of them. He wouldn’t even be able to catch them up unless he found the road that wound between the border forts in this stretch of wilderness.

He hadn’t traveled through this area since he was a teenager, but the maps of his country had been embedded in his head by faithful tutors. After what seemed an interminable climb up heavily wooded slopes, they came out on a ridge, where the wind murmured among lofty pines. A trail followed the high ground. To their right, glimpses of the patchwork fields of Mistala were occasionally visible far below. To their left, the rugged slopes of Zolsestron’s least habitable reaches stretched to the horizon. The soil was dry and rocky, and any farmer would be hard-pressed to find so much as a garden plot flat enough to till. Nevertheless, the rugged slopes were greener than the once-fertile plains of Mistala and peaceful in their solitude.

“This is the Ridge Road,” said Roland with satisfaction, “our southern border. It’s normally patrolled, but since Uncle 
 Winthrop emptied the forts, we’re unlikely to meet anyone out here.”

None of them had spoken much during the climb. It had been hard work for the horses with plenty of spots where they’d all had to dismount and scramble. Now they were able to pick up their pace, cantering along the high, smooth trail in the cool, pine-scented air. Sairis had spent much of the earlier ride with his hands curled into fists around Roland’s waist, clearly trying not to fall off. Now, however, his nervy grip relaxed a little.

“What do you think of the southern border?” asked Roland over his shoulder.

“It’s very green,” said Sairis after a moment.

Roland laughed. “It’s a little
 green.”

“Recall that the woods around my tower are dying.”

They dismounted in the early afternoon to eat elk meat and cheese with flatbread from Marsden’s supplies and water from their canteens. “I don’t think we’ll encounter a source of drinking water today,” said Roland, “so pace yourselves. We should pass a well tomorrow.”

After they’d eaten, Marsden took a moment to walk back up their trail, scattering something from a vial. Sairis leaned against a tree with his hands in his pockets, looking out over the mountains as Roland tended to Cato. Roland watched him out of the corner of his eye. His burns had all but vanished, and he had the pink of healthy exertion in his cheeks. The wind ruffled his shirt and his dark hair. His eyes held a hint of cautious wonder. This suits you,
 thought Roland. “We should come here in spring,” he said suddenly. “The woods are full of flowers.
 ”

Sairis looked at him, startled. Before he could reply, Marsden came striding back up the trail. “Well, even a demon will have some trouble with that,” he said with satisfaction. “Let’s get moving.”

They needed to cover as much ground as possible before they lost the daylight. Roland regretted his earlier comment as Sairis settled behind him. Presumptuous, Roland. Especially since he has no choice but to hang on to you at the moment.
 The Ridge Road was narrow, but with relatively sure footing. They rode hour after hour through the increasingly chilly mountain air with the wind in their faces and rolling gorges stretching below. If they hadn’t been riding to face monsters threatening everyone he loved, Roland would have counted it a pleasant day.

They stopped just before sunset, when there was still enough light to make camp. Roland swung down from the saddle, feeling the familiar ache in his thighs and back. Sairis started to get down, wobbled, and then Roland caught him as he more-or-less fell off the horse. “Oh, gods.”

“Sorry,” said Roland. “It takes some getting used to.”

Sairis scrabbled to get his feet under him. Roland wondered how much of the afternoon he’d been gritting his teeth in pain. “I seem to have lost the use of my legs.”

Marsden walked past and slapped him on the shoulder. “It’ll get better.”

“I’m really not sure how it could get worse.” Sairis folded up on the ground. “I do not believe that horses agree with me.”

Roland threw down his bedroll. “If it makes you feel any better, most of the new recruits feel the same way, even the ones 
 who grew up riding horses. In this terrain, you really have to grip with your thighs.”

Sairis gave him a suspicious, sidelong look, and Roland grinned. “That was not a double entendre. Unless you want it to be.”

Sairis smothered a laugh with both hands. “I don’t know how I ended up so far from my tower.”

By the time they’d collected some firewood, Sairis had revived enough to help spread out the bedrolls. He set their pile of wood alight with a casual flick of his wrist. They ate the last of the elk steaks and flat bread. “I’ll take the first watch,” said Marsden.

Roland was pleased to see that Sairis hadn’t separated their bedrolls, although he seemed a bit shy about crawling in. However, once the fire was banked and Marsden had settled down to watch the forest, Sairis finally eased down among the blankets.

Roland didn’t totally undress this evening. He didn’t feel as safe tonight, so he wore his trousers to bed and kept his sword close to hand. Sairis followed his example. He didn’t cuddle up immediately, but lay beside Roland on his back, hands laced together over his stomach, apparently lost in thought.

They’d been quiet and still for several moments when Sairis spoke into the darkness. “Marsden?”

“Hmm?”

“What was he like? Before.”

A long pause. At last, Marsden said, “Brilliant, sensitive, complicated.” He took a deep breath and added, “Also stubborn, uncompromising, and occasionally cruel.
 ”

When Sairis said nothing, Marsden continued, “Has anything changed?”

“Not really.”

Marsden spoke in a barely audible murmur. “I didn’t know him when he was your age. But if I had to guess...he was probably a lot like you.”



Chapter 18. Jona
 s


Roland had them up again at first light. He’d taken the third watch, and the woods had been quiet. He hadn’t heard so much as a leaf crunch, and neither had the other two. However, as they started away from the camp, he was dismayed to find a number of large pawprints in the soil near the road.

“It’s tracking us with magic somehow,” muttered Marsden.

“Got to be the sword,” said Sairis. “You should let me look at it.”

“Later.”

They rode west as the sun rose behind them, bathing the hills in gold. They’d been quiet for about an hour when Roland said, “Whose turn was it to ask a question?
 ”


“Did you love your father?”
 Sairis shifted uncomfortably. “I believe it’s yours.”

“When I was eight years old, my hunting party was attacked by walking corpses. We were in a patrolled forest, but somehow they got in. My dog tried to protect me and was torn to pieces.”

Sairis was perfectly still behind him. Roland was afraid this conversation might open a rift, but he knew that if he didn’t address this issue soon, he might never do it. And that would be worse. The words would ferment inside him into vinegar that might eventually kill what was growing between them. So he continued, “My grandfather spent his whole reign fighting the dead.” He let the sentence hang. The creak of tack and the thud of the horses’ hooves seemed very loud.

After a moment, Sairis said, “I didn’t hear a question.”

Marsden spoke from a little way ahead of them, “Oh, for gods’ sakes, Sairis.”

“You seem to resent my family,” said Roland quietly, “and hold Karkaroth in high esteem, but I cannot understand how his behavior was anything but evil. I know that my grandfather overreacted by outlawing all magic and persecuting magicians. There was a backlash against anything unusual, including men like us. That was unjust, but I understand why it happened. Your master’s behavior, on the other hand, seems simply monstrous.”

There was a long silence. Roland could tell that Marsden wanted to say something, but was waiting for Sairis to speak first. At last, Sairis said, “The corpses who killed your dog. Do you remember what they were wearing?
 ”

Roland frowned. The image of Cupie’s agonized face had been burned into his memory, but the people around her were indistinct. At last, he said, “Peasant garb, I think. It’s hard to remember.”

“And how do you think they died?” continued Sairis.

Again, Roland hesitated. “Killed by other corpses?”

Sairis shook his head. “It’s difficult for a necromancer to maintain control at one remove. In faery tales, the dead can propagate through a bite like rabid dogs, but in real life, a necromancer must give some of his own life force to a ghost to hold it on the mortal plane. Knowing a name helps. Having a piece of the person’s body helps. If a necromancer’s servants kill random people across the countryside, he has no connection to those people and it would be difficult to bind their ghosts.”

Roland considered. “So how did those people die?”

“I would imagine they were executed for witchcraft or sedition.”

Roland frowned.

“The winners write the history books,” continued Sairis. “It is a common misconception that the execution of magicians in Mistala began after Karkaroth’s reign of terror, but, in fact, it began before that.”

Roland wished he could see Sairis’s face. He glanced at Marsden and the older man nodded. “He’s right.”

“Why?”

Marsden chose his words carefully. “Because there was unrest, and magicians were weapons.
 ”

Roland had a sense that his world-view was about to be rearranged. He took a deep breath. “Explain.”

Marsden reined his horse back a bit to walk beside them. He glanced at Sairis behind Roland. Whatever he saw made him shake his head. “I was there, Sairis.”

Roland cocked his head. “How old are
 you?”

Marsden gave him a tight-lipped smile. “Is His Highness, Prince Malconwy asking? Or my traveling companion, Roland?”

“Roland.”

“Then none of your business, young man.”

Roland smiled. “From your point of view, what happened?”

Marsden considered. “By some estimates, the peasants were not well-treated before the Sundering. The burden of our wars fell disproportionately upon the heads of the farmers and laborers who made our land so prosperous. They were heavily taxed. Many of them were not allowed to own the land they tilled. Our kings took their sons for our armies and garrisons. Nevertheless, they had no difficulty feeding their children and the luckiest could still climb into the merchant class. They had hopes of advancement. Even when they did not advance, they never starved, because the land was so rich.

“Then came the Sundering. The rains ceased. The crops failed. Your grandfather should have reacted by reducing taxes and offering grain to the worst-off, but he was afraid. Everyone was afraid. Our ports and sea trade had vanished. The western quarter of the country had new mountains, entirely new geography, and many settlements had vanished overnight. There were rumors of strange creatures crawling out of the Shattered 
 Sea. Survivors from western villages were left with nothing and turned to desperate acts to survive. Bandits and monsters roamed the hills, to say nothing of our rapacious neighbors, looking for any sign of weakness.

“So the king poured money into our armies, castles, and forts. He took more young men from their family farms and did not decrease the taxes by a single penny. And whereas before, the peasants could at least feed themselves, that wasn’t true anymore. People saw their crops taken in tax without enough left over. They had to make hard choices about how much to eat and how much to replant. This went on for a few years, everyone expecting it to get better, but it only got worse. Then the rebellions started.”

Roland stared out over the mountains from Cato’s gently rocking saddle. This was a very different story from the one his tutor had told him. “And the peasants fought back with magic?” he guessed.

Sairis spoke, his voice full of dry irony, “Magic will touch a pig farmer as willingly as an earl. Magic is shockingly egalitarian.”

Marsden nodded wearily, “Before the Sundering, magic was mostly weak and, above all, it was rare. Afterward, it was more common, stronger, and, as Sairis points out, no respecter of class. Magic put power into the hands of the mob.”

“Into the hands of the people,”
 said Sairis.

“Into the hands of anyone who randomly happened to receive it or kidnap it,” countered Marsden. “Bandits, warlords, and, yes, peasant rioters.
 ”

“So Grandfather outlawed it,” said Roland thoughtfully. “Instead of trying to harness it himself, he just tried to make it go away.”

“You have to understand that nobody had formally studied the new magic or knew how long it would last,” said Marsden. “Many people believed it would subside over time. Suspicion towards magic had always existed in the more conservative segments at every level of society. Ideas about witches had been around for a thousand years.”

“Your grandfather harnessed that,”
 murmured Sairis. “He harnessed hatred and fear of foreigners and freaks. He presented this as a national emergency—”

“Which it was,” interrupted Marsden. “Peasants were burning their crops, rather than surrender them in tax. The whole country was in danger of famine, and our government had lost control.”

“So my grandfather waged war on his own people?” asked Roland faintly.

“He set out to reclaim control of his country,” said Marsden. “He waged a war against magic that killed many innocent people, along with some very guilty ones.”

“And was Karkaroth innocent or guilty?”

“Both,” said Marsden.

“Neither,” said Sairis.

Marsden looked at him sadly. “Jonas changed after the Sundering. He’d always been able to bind ghosts, although it cost him a great deal. He’d always been interested in other forms of magic, particularly those that involved binding an entity. I 
 came home one day and found him talking to a demon that had been trapped inside an artifact we’d owned for some time. He’d allowed it to take corporeal form inside a summoning circle. This was considered supremely dangerous before the Sundering, and I couldn’t imagine that it had gotten any safer with magic leaking out of the Shattered Sea like water through a broken pipe. We had our first real fight. I won. Or at least, I thought I did.

“Jonas dismissed the demon—not back into the artifact, but back to the astral plane from whence it had originally been summoned. I learned later that he’d promised to do this. He’d made a bargain with it, trading its freedom for information about the new magic. The demon had told Jonas how to reach the Styx...or, more accurately, how to return.”

He paused and Sairis spoke, his voice curious. “He needed instruction on how to do that?”

Marsden gave a bitter laugh. “It may seem like breathing to you, young man, but it was something different to those of us born before the Sundering. Jonas had crossed once by accident—following the ghost of a baby he’d been trying to save with the local midwife. He almost didn’t make it back. Later, he described being swept along through the Shadow Lands in a River between the worlds. He claimed to have glimpsed Faerie and spoken with ghosts and monsters.

“It had clearly been a terrifying experience, and yet he talked about it for years with longing and fascination. He wanted to go back. I knew that. He was a necromancer. Death was his native 
 element. I figured that, like all of us, he’d get his chance one day. I hoped it wasn’t any time soon. Jonas had other ideas.”

“Was there no spirit-walking before the Sundering?” asked Roland.

Marsden shook his head. “Not like that. Summoning circles were, well, for summoning! They were for bringing things from somewhere else. No human magician would have dreamed of putting himself
 inside such a tool and trying to go the other way. But that’s what the demon described. It gave Jonas the technique and the proper runes, and Jonas got busy.

“It took him a bit to work out the details, but one day he lay down in his circle and went away for hours. The Styx seemed to fill the whole cottage—the ghost of death itself. A portal like that creates a weak place. I hated it.

“He came back at last with a gleam in his eyes that I’d never seen before. He went bounding around the cottage, gathering pre-made spells and artifacts, chattering away about the transition from life into death and how he’d never really understood it properly. I was horrified to realize he intended to return at once. He had research to do, he said, so many things he could learn. I told him how much I disliked it. He tried to get me to come with him. I said absolutely not.

“Things got worse over the course of the year that followed. Abominations came through his portal on four occasions—two ghosts, one chimera, and some kind of predator from Faerie. The predator escaped the cottage and nearly killed someone before we could chase it down. All this was alarming, but the prisoner was the worst. That was when I knew I couldn’t stay.
 ”

“Prisoner?” echoed Roland.

Marsden nodded. “A sot from the village who’d been beating his wife and children. One evening, he hit the little boy so hard that the child didn’t wake up the next morning. His mother went to the village council for justice. The council sentenced the man to death.”

Roland felt a combination of anger and deep unease. “They gave him to Karkaroth?”

“The town of Arabis had always been on good terms with Jonas,” continued Marsden. “He’d grown up there, and he was very much a local shaman. He healed their sick, did what he could to improve their crops, occasionally settled disputes, and protected them from other magicians. It was a mutually beneficial relationship. He warded their lands, making them a part of his personal territory. This allowed him to draw power from the natural deaths that occurred there. They were a source of magic for him, and he was a source of protection and assistance to them. He lived a little way out of town and wasn’t social, but he was theirs.

“It was the year following the Sundering, and the rumors coming out of the west were terrifying. Jonas wanted a condemned criminal so that he could test strong magic that might protect the town. They gave him the man without argument.

“Jonas proceeded with a full ritual killing. He wanted to see what he could do when he used everything he’d learned over the last year. He held nothing back.”

Roland felt ill. Sairis would never do something like that, would he
 ?


Marsden hesitated. “I won’t say the man didn’t deserve it. He certainly deserved death, and I can’t even say that he didn’t deserve torture. He’d tortured his family for years. I didn’t like it, but I suppose I could have gotten my mind around it as a necessary evil. But Jonas... I left halfway through the ceremony, when he didn’t need my assistance anymore. He came back to the cottage hours later, and he was...alight. I swear to you his eyes were glowing. He hadn’t touched me in a month, but that night, he pushed me down on the bed, and it was the best—” Marsden stopped himself. Roland and Sairis were quiet as mice. “It was the best time, and it was the last time,” said Marsden softly. “I left before he woke. I couldn’t be with someone who took such delight in suffering. I just...couldn’t.”



Chapter 19. Villain


“Did you go home, then?” asked Roland cautiously.

Marsden laughed. “Hardly. When I ran off to marry someone whom my father referred to as a ‘yokel hedge wizard,’ my family turned their backs on me. Truth to tell, I’d always been an embarrassment to them, what with my boyish ways. I hadn’t gone out in public without a glamour for many years, 
 and they would never have recognized me in my preferred form. Besides, I was heartsick and afraid. I thought that if I didn’t leave Mistala, I’d go back to Jonas. So I decided to take a closer look at this new world of the Shattered Sea.”

“You left the country?” asked Sairis with interest.

“Far behind,” said Marsden. “I went south. We weren’t at war with Zolsestron yet. Hastafel was probably doing the same thing Jonas was doing—learning how to use his new power. The royal family was still alive and in marginal control. They had a dragon problem near the border with Bethsaria—a creature who’d been living there for ages, but had gotten more aggressive since the Sundering. They paid me a handsome sum to help. I had some skill with fire magic, which is useful when dealing with dragons.

“After that adventure, I crossed into Bethsaria and lived peacefully for a few years until I felt I was thinking properly again. When my money ran out, I offered beauty charms and illusions. I have a kind of magic that is easy to sell.

“At last, I got restless and took a ship to the Cloud Lakes and the islands beyond. Few ships sail the Shattered Sea now, and even fewer took the risk back then. The crew were all magicians of one stripe or another, risking their lives for knowledge and fortune. Every day there was something new—little crabs that fell from the sky and sang in many voices, a great serpent, giant rays that breached the sea like whales. Jellyfish in the shape of wild dogs climbed over our bows one night and hunted us through the ship with deadly venom in their touch, only to melt into a gelatinous mess at dawn. I saw naiads, a bird that might 
 have been a phoenix, and mermaids. One day we sailed into a fog and passed an island that everyone insisted did not exist and would cease to exist again the moment the fog lifted.

“When I reached the Cloud Lakes, I made my way to the forests of Karth, where the trees are coming to consciousness. From the highest mountain, I glimpsed what remains of the island kingdom of Suel at the center of the caldera in the very heart of the Shattered Sea. Something malevolent lives there now, and the locals have taken to calling it the Shrouded Isle. What was once a rich kingdom is partially sunken and wholly abandoned to the new magic.”

He lapsed into silence. Roland wondered what it would be like to visit so many strange places. They seemed impossibly far away.

Marsden shook himself. “I lived abroad for a decade. I did not think I would ever return to Mistala. From time to time, I heard news or rumors from my homeland. Things seemed to have gotten worse: brief civil wars brutally crushed, outlaw bands, unrest among the gentry. I heard the king had taken conservative counsel, that he was hanging magicians. I told myself that no one I knew could be suffering, that Jonas was long dead, lost to his own magic, beguiled by the River. Then I heard that the peasants had a champion—a necromancer who was raising corpses as fast as the king could make them. I hoped it wasn’t Jonas, but...I knew.

“When I heard that Arnoldo had been crowned, that he intended to pardon the magicians of Mistala and ask for their help...I couldn’t stay away any longer. I suspected I would have 
 the greatest chance of improving the situation if I returned with my family name behind me. I decided to assume the identity of one of my male cousins who’d been traveling the islands on the day of the Sundering and was presumed dead. No one in Mistala had seen either myself or the lost cousin in years. So I borrowed his name, and I told them I’d developed magical aptitude during the Sundering. I said I’d not returned home for fear of execution. It wasn’t even far from the truth.”

Roland couldn’t help but marvel at the audacity. “That’s quite a roundabout homecoming.”

Marsden shrugged. “It certainly felt strange. I resumed the highborn identity I’d discarded when I ran off to marry a necromancer. I was one of the first Mistalan magicians to come out of hiding—less cautious, I suppose, since I hadn’t been dodging the king’s justice for years. Arnoldo accepted my service. Others followed. We set about comparing notes, trying to understand how to combat the new magic.

“We didn’t have much time. Chireese was practically a city-state amid a hostile, starving countryside. The military that had once patrolled our borders was patrolling our own streets. Castles that had once offered protection, culture, and commerce to surrounding farms and villages now stood like grim jailers, prepared to enforce the law with brutal efficiency at the slightest sign of disobedience. And still the land withered and the dead walked and the necromancer known as Karkaroth held sway in a tower that you could see from the parapets of Chireese on a clear day
 .

“The only reason Mistala hadn’t been overrun by its neighbors was that they were dealing with similar problems. I didn’t think that would be true for much longer. Arnoldo needed to get the situation under control at once. Unfortunately, he was having a devil of a time convincing the old guard that embracing magic was a good idea, let alone inviting magicians to share counsel and fight with Mistalan troops. We needed a swift victory—a demonstration that his new clemency was the right decision. So I sat down with my fellow magicians, and I told them everything I had learned in my travels—about magic, about necromancy, about death.”

Sairis spoke with a note of acid in his voice. “Did you tell them you knew their enemy intimately?”

“No.” There was a long pause, during which Marsden seemed to decide whether to respond to Sairis’s tone. Then he continued without emotion, “I told them that we needed to cut off the necromancer from sources of magic. If nothing lived in the wood, nothing could die there. Wards would prevent him from drawing on the surrounding countryside. We needed to empty the town of Arabis.”

“You murdered the town of Arabis,” muttered Sairis.

Marsden shook his head. “I’m not going to litigate this with you, Sairis. I told the king what it would take to stop Karkaroth. I was not part of the decision process that followed.”

“The people of Arabis were in thrall to the necromancer,” said Roland cautiously. “At least...that’s what I was always told.”

“Arabis hadn’t paid taxes in years,” said Sairis. “They were eating regularly. I suppose you could call that thrall.
 ”

“I’m not sure that he hadn’t bound them,” said Marsden. “Arabis had become a strange place. It was said that even if you cut the head off one of those people, they still walked. Anyway, I wasn’t present when the army went to clear out the town. The people were supposed to be removed to western settlements that were being rebuilt. They were not supposed to be harmed. Indeed, I warned the king that deaths within the town would give power to his enemy. However, the removal went poorly. The people fought, and the bodies were burned immediately before they could rise. The whole town burned. So many deaths within his territory must have given Jonas an enormous burst of power. It certainly inclined him to vengeance.”

Roland knew what came next. “The plague,” he whispered.

“He didn’t do that,” said Sairis. “Dirty water, famine, and unsanitary conditions did that.”

Marsden ignored him. “The summer brought a plague the likes of which no one had ever seen. People were well one morning, dead by nightfall. They died in the city. They died in the countryside. And wherever Jonas had gotten some hold over them, they walked.

“Chireese was besieged. The barons would claim later that messages asking for help never reached them. I think they were just afraid to come. When it became clear that the city could not hold out until the likely relief of winter, King Arnoldo declared that he would lead an assault upon the tower himself—a decision that would forever gild him in the eyes of his people.”

Roland remembered that summer of his tenth year. He remembered the sweltering heat, the mind-numbing terror of 
 the plague, the absurd and useless preventatives they’d all taken, and the steady disappearances among the staff. He’d crawled into Daphne’s bed one night—a thing he hadn’t done since he was six. She’d comforted him just like Mother used to do in his dream-like memories. She hadn’t scolded him, not even when he’d wet the bed, and they’d had to get up and change the sheets in the small hours. “I’m afraid of the necromancer,” he’d whispered.

“Father will beat him,” she’d said.

Father had ridden out that morning with the last of the healthy soldiers and Mistala’s handful of royal magicians. Everyone had whispered that the magicians were hand-in-glove with Karkaroth, but Father didn’t agree. He had ordered the gates barred behind him, and the sound of that bar falling into place had echoed in Roland’s nightmares for years. He’d squeezed the blood from Daphne’s hand, weeping, while she stood dry-eyed, but never letting go of his smaller fist.

“We fought our way to the tower,” said Marsden. “Somehow. We magicians warded the tower while the soldiers died to protect us. We knew we’d done something right when the dead started to drop. We’d cut them off from their source of purpose.”

“What would you have done if he’d come out?” asked Sairis.

Marsden’s eyes were fixed on something far away. “I don’t know.” After a moment, he added, “He didn’t. The soldiers tried to burn the tower. I told them it wouldn’t work. I said we needed to increase the warded area, draw off all the magic we could, and seal it up. We did our best while the soldiers created quite the bonfire
 .

“The king returned in triumph, with the tower smoking on the horizon and the dead around Chireese dropping like puppets with their strings cut. He was a hero. The soldiers were heroes. Even we magicians were suddenly heroes.

“There was no time to throw our own victory banquet, of course. Arnoldo kept the fires at the foot of Karkaroth’s tower burning night and day so that the necromancer could not emerge. We magicians widened and strengthened the wards, eventually taking them all the way to the edges of Karkaroth’s lands and sinking them deep in stone.

“That fall, soldiers dammed the Parabola River and spread spelled salt through the forest. They made repeated attempts upon the tower, but they could not do more than blacken its walls, and no one could find an entrance. I did not want to have a direct confrontation with Jonas. I wasn’t sure he was even awake...or alive in any traditional sense of the word. I thought he might be wandering the Styx, intoxicated with his magic, binding ghosts and sending them back to the world to cause trouble. In the end, he did not come out, and no one could get in.

“Meanwhile, the king made the infinitely prudent decision to pardon the treason of every peasant and baron who’d misbehaved during his father’s reign. He declared them to have been ‘under the influence of necromancy.’ This unexpected act of benevolence changed the attitude in the countryside. The king ordered the royal grain reserves rationed out to the entire populace and followed this with a flash raid on Falcosta. Arnoldo managed to seize lands taken from Mistala a generation before. 
 Those lands had functioning farms and food stores. The country was able to stave off starvation long enough for the hard-won peace to have an effect. Overnight, Arnoldo went from a king who seemed likely to die in his own capital, unaided and unmourned, to a hero so popular that he could walk unescorted through the grimmest streets in the country without fear.”

Sairis gave a bitter laugh that Roland suspected he’d been holding for some time. “He blamed Karkaroth for everything from the plague to the behavior of the peasants. Then he robbed his neighbors.”

Marsden let out a long-suffering sigh. “Having lived in both the world of the walking dead and the world of lawful order, I can tell you that I very much prefer order, even when it comes with some hypocrisy. The people of Mistala were not better off when the fields burned and the plague ran riot. And as for Falcosta, the border has changed hands so many times it’s difficult to say where those towns belong. And it was that or starve.”

“It’s no wonder Norres hated you all,” said Sairis.

Marsden looked at Roland. “Because of what we’d done in the war, magic was legal again. And a number of other things besides.”

Roland said nothing. He had a sense of history pressing down on him, saddling him with complexities, obligations, and regrets that he hadn’t chosen and didn’t want.

Sairis spoke into the silence. “It’s a good thing you all had a villain to help you pull together. Otherwise, I don’t know how you would have begun treating each other like human beings.”



Chapter 20. Pigeon


Yesterday Sairis had enjoyed the fact that riding double required so much physical contact. Now he wished it didn’t. He just wanted some space for himself—a moment alone. Or maybe a lifetime. The world has only one role for people like us,
 Karkaroth had said to him once. If you don’t want to play that role, stay in the tower.


Marsden and Roland were talking about Arnoldo’s border wars, about the king’s brothers, about the barons. Sairis let the conversation wash over him. He stared out over the wilds of Zolsestron and wondered whether the world had had only one role for Hastafel, too.

“Sairis?” He turned. He had no idea what they’d been saying.

“I really would like to know how he’s doing,” said Marsden.


You don’t deserve to know.
 “He’s sick.”

Sairis had no intention of elaborating, but then Marsden said, “Because of the wards?”

Sairis couldn’t stop himself from snapping, “Yes, of course because of the wards! He can’t get enough magic to heal himself properly, and he won’t go out looking for it—not anymore. He sleeps and spirit-walks. Sometimes I can’t tell which.”

Marsden was silent for a long moment. “I tried, you know. Two years after we took the wood. I was setting up the school. 
 I had married Sophia. I was happy for the first time in a long time, and I hated to think that he wasn’t. I had the ear of the king, and I thought I might be able to negotiate some kind of pardon, perhaps in secret. Especially since we were hearing of such alarming events in Zolsestron. I thought maybe Jonas could help.”

“Would you have put a collar on him?” asked Sairis bitterly. He tried to imagine his master submitting to such a thing. He couldn’t.

“I don’t know. He wouldn’t come down. I folded a message into a paper dart and sent it through a high window with a bit of magic. No answer. I thought for a while that he had died or fled the country. But over the years, a stream of knights, bounty hunters, and adventure-seekers made attempts upon the tower. They frequently did not return. A few magicians tried. One of them managed to unmask the door. The spells that protected the tower were not being fully repaired and they deteriorated over time. Jonas was weak inside the wards. I wondered why he didn’t leave, but...he was born in Arabis, and I don’t think he’d gone more than twenty miles from home in his entire life. Magicians are territorial. We can easily become inflexible—ruinously attached to specific places and sources of power.”

“He has
 gone more than twenty miles from home,” muttered Sairis. “My town was at least fifty miles away.”

Marsden looked at him curiously. “People often claim to have seen Karkaroth or his creatures in towns or on roads near his wood, although one never knows what to believe. About 
 ten years ago, they started mentioning an apprentice, and that was...surprising to me.”

Sairis let the silence stretch. At last, Roland said, “How did you come to be with him, Sair?”

“I’m sure it’s not your turn to ask a question.”

Silence.

“I was five when my schoolhouse caught fire,” Sairis said. “Everyone who managed to make it out was badly injured. Ten children, including my older brother. They died one-by-one over the next two weeks. I got better.”

Marsden grimaced. “I assume you got much
 better.”

“Healed without scars,” agreed Sairis. “Everyone said I killed them—that I’d been visited by a faerie or a demon, and I’d made a bargain with it, trading their lives for unnatural powers. Witch, they said, or changeling.”

Sairis had known for some time that he would eventually tell this story. He had resolved to do it simply and quickly—like pulling a splinter from a finger. The pain had mostly leached away over the years anyhow. Or so he thought until one of Roland’s hands shifted from the horse’s reins to settle over Sairis’s, trapping it against the warmth of Roland’s stomach. Sairis was amazed at the way this made his eyes prickle. I have built all my defenses against cruelty and none at all against kindness!
 He was actually relieved by Marsden’s presence. He was certain that pride would not allow him to weep in front of Marsden.

“You didn’t kill them,” said the older man. “You drew magic from their deaths, which your body used to heal itself. But you didn’t kill them.
 ”

Sairis shrugged. “Everybody said I did. And for a long time I believed them. The village council put an iron collar on me, had it welded shut, and chained me to a wall in the speaker’s basement. I thought my parents would come to save me, but they didn’t. As far as I know, they didn’t even try. They loved my brother, and maybe they were afraid I would kill my other siblings.” Roland squeezed his hand, and Sairis did his best to ignore it.

“I learned to spirit-walk down there in the dark. For two years, ghosts were my only companions. Then one day, Karkaroth walked into the basement and took me away. He was the first living person who’d treated me like a human being since the fire. He was kind, and he certainly didn’t have to be. The village sold me to him like a hog to a butcher. I think they expected him to sacrifice me as a source of magic. Gods know he needed it inside those wards.”

Marsden gave an indignant sputter. “I knew people were trading with Jonas for supplies and small favors, but I had no idea...!”

Sairis waved his hand. “It was fifteen years ago, and the village is in Lamont now.”

Roland’s thumb traced the inside of Sairis’s index finger, ran round a knuckle. Sairis had the desperate notion that no matter how hurt or angry he felt, he would never have the willpower to pull his hand away from Roland Malconwy.

“What did the village get in trade?” asked Marsden warily.

“I believe they got the death of their baron’s son and his ward, who’d been assaulting local girls. My master assisted in healing 
 one of the victims. He never told me all the details, though. It wasn’t the sort of thing you share with a seven-year-old.”

“And he taught you magic?” asked Roland.

Now Sairis smiled. “Not at first. At first, he taught me to grow beans.”

Marsden gave a snort of laughter. “Good drought crop, beans.”

Sairis nodded. “He taught me to collect rainwater and dew. He taught me to raise pigeons. They go out and forage for themselves. They make eggs that you can eat, and you can eat the birds in a pinch. Their deaths provide a tiny bit of magic, although it’s not much.” He hesitated. “Your wards blunt his power, but they don’t do anything to mine.”

Marsden nodded. “The wards are specific.” He frowned. “Fifteen years... So he took you in the same year that we warded his lands?”

Sairis nodded. “That winter. I think he knew he’d need someone to fetch and carry—someone who could leave the tower and was less recognizable.” And perhaps a potential source of magic. A pigeon who could fly off and feed itself, who could lay eggs...and who could be eaten in a pinch.


Sairis would have defended his master to the death in front of Marsden, but he knew perfectly well that Karkaroth was not “safe” in any traditional sense of the word. Their initial arrangement had been the cautious alliance of predators. There’d been plenty of times when Sairis had felt like a slave—carrying water up all those stairs when the rain and dew collectors were 
 inadequate, gardening and cooking and mending, fetching ingredients for spells, carting in soil that hadn’t been poisoned with salt.

The first time a knight in search of glory had caught him outside, he’d screamed for help, knowing that his master was deep in a trance at the top of the tower. Sairis had been certain he was going to die...and then fire had lanced through the air and cooked the knight in his armor.

Sairis had been too astonished to move. He was still standing there, staring at the smoking remains, when Karkaroth came limping down the stairs—pale and obviously drained. They’d stood side-by-side for a moment, wordless, and then Karkaroth had said, “Well, get him out of the beans.” After a moment, he’d added, “And make a pile of the armor; it’s worth money. See if you can find where he’s tethered his horse. You’ll need it to carry the stuff.”

Sairis knew, even then, that this was not what most children would have called love. But it was the first time anybody had come to his defense since the awful word “witch” had landed on him like a brand.

As the years passed, the nature of their alliance had shifted. Sairis came to love the old man with his curious mind, his shocking pragmatism, his rare moments of levity, and his hard-won knowledge. Sairis also came to understand how badly the poisoning of Karkaroth’s land and the destruction of his village had hurt him. He was a fragile, fading thing, too proud to admit defeat, dying slowly with his wood. And now he was asleep, and Sairis was afraid he would never wake
 .

Aloud, Sairis said, “Do I still get the Parabola River when this is over?”

“I’ll do my best,” said Roland.



Chapter 21. Watering Hole


They reached the well a little before evening. It was some distance off the road, but Roland recognized the faint blue blaze on the side of a tree, which showed the way to a narrow path that switchbacked down the slope. The sweat of their long ride turned unpleasantly cold and clammy as they descended into the shadow of the ridge. Roland thought of the hot baths and warm meals, doubtless available if only they rode on to the fort less than a mile further down. But he wasn’t sure what reception he might receive there, especially with Sairis. He wasn’t sure what report his uncle might have spread. Best to make do by ourselves in the woods and push on along the Ridge Road at first light.


He consoled himself by saying, “We are definitely stopping at Mosshaven tomorrow for fresh clothes, supplies, and a bath.
 ”

Marsden grunted. “Might as well. No matter what we do, Roland, it seems unlikely that we will arrive in time for this battle.”

“I have hope. Mosshaven overlooks the mouth of the pass. The people there should be able to tell us whether armies have gone by recently.”

“I’ve heard of Mosshaven,” said Sairis cautiously. “It’s a strange place.”

Roland nodded. “The Sundering nearly destroyed the town, and the war with Zolsestron completely destroyed the trade, but the locals are resourceful. They claim their hot mineral springs have magical healing properties since the Sundering. They’ve built some excellent baths, and they’ll sell you all sorts of charms made with the water. Personally, I doubt the springs are magical, but they make a fine place to relax for an hour and get clean after riding through the mountains for days.” Roland hesitated. “Have you ever had a bath?”

Sairis went rigid with indignation. “Of course I have baths!”

“I meant in a bathhouse. They’re not common in the lowlands anymore, not with our land becoming a desert—”

Roland broke off as he caught sight of the spring. It had been capped in stone and locked with a great chain. Bronze pipes bore water down to the fort and the village beyond, but an effort had been made to protect it from marauders. Roland hadn’t been this way in years. He opened his mouth to ask whether magic might open locks...and something fell on him from above
 .

Roland was knocked sideways in the saddle. Cato screamed and reared. The forest blurred as the terrified horse spun, leaping and twisting. Roland had a brief moment to wonder if Sairis had fallen, and he was dragged from the saddle. Roland hit the ground hard, confused and striking out with fists, knees, and elbows. A weight pinned him to the earth. He felt the prick of claws across his throat and shoulder.

Now he knew what had him. He felt angry at himself for not seeing this coming. Didn’t predators always lie in wait at watering holes? Regrets flashed through his head. He was going to miss the battle, Daphne’s wedding, nieces and nephews, the chance to show Sairis those hot springs...

A noise like thunder made Roland’s ears ring. Words that Roland could not have repeated seemed to vibrate in the air around him.

“Do you honestly think you can bind me
 without a name?” sneered a voice over Roland’s head. “Stay back or I’ll kill him.”

Roland opened his eyes. Marsden was standing a few feet away, a hand raised, his expression fierce and focused. Roland was relieved to see Sairis in the act of picking himself up off the loamy trail. He looked shaken, but not hurt. Fire blossomed in his hand as he got to his feet.

Instantly, the claws at Roland’s throat sharpened to bright points of pain. He could feel wet warmth trickle across his collarbone. “Stand down, necromancer, or I will kill your lover.”

“We want the sword,” said another voice behind Roland—a woman this time. Candice. “Give us the sword, and we’ll let him go.
 ”

All emotion had drained from Sairis’s face in the sickly green glow of necromantic fire. He spoke to the demon. “Are you tethered to it? Are you under some kind of command involving the sword, a compulsion?”

The leopard said nothing, only tensed. The slow slide of its claws into Roland’s shoulder was so agonizing that he could not stifle a wheezing sound of pain. Roland’s eyes watered as he tried to suppress his body’s response. The demon is using you to make Sairis and Marsden make mistakes. Shut up!


But if Sairis was distressed by Roland’s cry, he gave no sign of it. His face was utterly still in the light of his fire.

“You don’t know the spells to properly claim the sword,” said Candice, “and your magic is the wrong kind anyway. You’re not sorcerers. If you want Hastafel dealt with, you have to give the sword to me.”

“You seem to be taking your cues from a demon,” said Marsden carefully. “Surely even an inexperienced sorcerer must know that demons lie and that they seek to control and destroy their masters.”

Roland could hear the frustration in Candice’s voice. “Hastafel is Mal’s summoner, not me. Mal just wants to go home.”

A moment’s silence while they all seemed to be debating how to win the standoff.

Then darkness. Roland wondered whether he had blacked out, but it was only Sairis’s flame, extinguished. “I believe you,” came Sairis’s voice. “Let Roland go, and we’ll give you the sword.
 ”

Marsden made an indignant huff, but Sairis talked over him, his voice sharpening. “We’ll sit down and discuss it like adults who all want the same thing.”

The light had momentarily obliterated Roland’s night vision, and only the faintest shades of twilight remained under the darkening trees. Roland couldn’t see Marsden’s face, only his rigid posture.

“Look,” said Sairis, still addressing himself to Candice, “you probably think I’m holding a grudge because, last we met, you pinned a regicide on me and ran off. But I’m a necromancer. Taking the blame is practically my specialty. Everyone here has reasons to distrust each other. I’ve spent most of my life protecting myself from knights like Roland. Marsden has spent most of his life collaring people like me. But we’re all trying to stop Hastafel. If you are trying to do that, too, then we are on the same side.”

Marsden remained silent. Is he really going to let Sairis invite a poorly-bound demon and an unstable teenaged sorcerer to join us?


A heartbeat’s pause and Sairis added, “Don’t be put off by Marsden. I set him on fire a few days ago, and we’re still friends.”

Roland supposed that nothing that came out of Sairis’s mouth should surprise him anymore, but that last word did. He could see Marsden twitch—force himself not to look at Sairis. Suddenly the dean’s posture was less certain.

Sairis was clearly focused on Candice. “What do you say, my lady? I can melt that lock and we can all have some water, some fire, and some food. We can take a look at that sword 
 together. Or you can kill Roland and have me as an implacable enemy for the rest of your life and possibly in the next.”

“The sword first,” growled the demon.

“No,” said Sairis. “Trust first.”

Candice spoke at last. “Let him go, Mal.”

The leopard gave a bone-rattling growl. It’s not bound to her will...
 thought Roland. Then, to his amazement, the demon released him.



Chapter 22. Thorough Inspection


Roland was worried about Cato. The leopard offered to track the horse for him, but the idea of blundering about in the dark woods with a demon made Roland’s skin crawl. He was relieved when Sairis vetoed this idea before Roland could get a word out.

Marsden agreed. “I will get a fire started, so that Lady Candice can get warm. You two go find Roland’s horse.”

“Are you sure...” began Roland, but Sairis took his arm and marched him away, following the trail down the slope towards the fort
 .

“Marsden can take care of himself,” he muttered. He was moving very fast now. They rounded a couple of switchbacks and narrowly missed plunging down a rocky slope. Roland was about to ask whether they might have some light and whether Sairis had any evidence that Cato had run in this direction, when Sairis stopped abruptly and rounded on him. Something glowed in the darkness—not so bright as flame, but not so threatening either. It was the charm Sairis had used when they were searching the palace. “Hold this,” he commanded, and Roland did, surprised.

Sairis unlaced Roland’s shirt with what felt like rough movements until Roland realized that the right word was “clumsy.” Sairis’s hands were shaking.

“It’s not that bad,” began Roland, but Sairis ignored him, tilting Roland’s chin up to examine the stinging punctures across his neck, stripping off his coat and tossing it on the ground, pulling his shirt down to examine his left shoulder. Sairis ran his hands inside the shirt and down past the edge of Roland’s trousers to the spot where claws had grazed his hip. “Sairis, really, it’s not—”

“You don’t know that!” hissed Sairis. “It’s a demon! Just...let me look.”

Roland was obediently still. The feel of Sairis’s unapologetic and oddly businesslike intrusion inside his clothes was having a curiously uplifting effect upon Roland’s morale. Sairis’s inspection included muttered spells that made all the hair on Roland’s body prickle unpleasantly for an instant, followed by entirely mundane poking and prodding. “Sairis, unless you can see 
 something he did to me with magic, I really am alright. It hurt like hell’s own teeth when he put his claws into my shoulder, but in the end, these are scratches. I just need to keep them clean.”

Sairis had Roland half undressed on the path, his shirt unlaced to the waist, his trousers loose around his hips, the night air cold against his skin. Roland could see the exact moment when Sairis decided that the wounds were, indeed, superficial. He sagged visibly and took a step back. “Yes... You’re right. I—”

Roland stepped forward and wrapped his arms around him. “But thank you.”

Sairis’s arms closed convulsively around Round’s chest.

“You were so calm back there,” muttered Roland. “You even had me fooled.”

Sairis said nothing for a moment. Then he drew a quick breath and whispered, “You should go...to your sister, to your soldiers, even to your uncle. I don’t think any of them are likely to put you in as much danger as I am.”

Roland stroked his hair. “I thought you were pretty angry with me this afternoon.”

Sairis swallowed. He turned his face so that it was against bare skin. “I don’t know how anyone could stay angry with you, Roland. I certainly can’t.”

Roland laughed.

“It would be absurd to be angry at you for things your father did,” continued Sairis.

“Maybe,” said Roland, “but people stay angry over less. I still loved my father. That’s not going to change just because you hated him.
 ”

Sairis said nothing.

Roland shut his eyes. He could feel Sairis’s heartbeat against his chest—such a fragile thing. “It feels like other people’s choices are going to tear us apart.”

“I’m right here,” whispered Sairis.

He lifted his face and Roland kissed him. Sairis’s lips parted like an offering or an invitation. The weight of history between them seemed suddenly lighter than air. They were not a knight and a necromancer. They were just two young men who fancied each other, kissing on a path on a beautiful fall evening.

Roland jumped when a horse nickered beside his ear. Sairis gave a startled hitch of laughter. Cato had his head practically on Roland’s shoulder, looking at Sairis as smugly as a horse could reasonably look. “Hey there, boy,” Roland managed.

Sairis looked at the horse skeptically. “Are you sure he’s
 not some kind of demon?”

“Just well-trained.”

“You really should get on his back and ride down from these hills. I’m serious, Roland. I’ll think of something to tell Marsden and Candice.”

Roland began adjusting his clothes. He scooped his coat off the ground. “No.”

Sairis sighed. “Then you’ll need to let me put some wards on you. I can’t lose my mind like that every time some magical creature attacks you.”

Roland smiled. He grinned so widely that Sairis noticed, even in the darkness. “What?
 ”

Roland set to work checking Cato’s tack. “You losing your mind over me.”

Sairis shook his head.

“Will these wards hurt?”

“Er... No.”

“That didn’t sound very convincing.”

“They won’t hurt. I just need to...write them onto your skin.”

“My naked skin?”

“Yes.”

Roland wished he could see Sairis’s face. He was positive he was blushing in the darkness. “That does sound harrowing.”

“I could put them on over clothes, but they won’t work as well.”

“We couldn’t have that. But if I have to be naked for this, it only seems fair that you are, too.”

Sairis swallowed a laugh. “This will be the most distracted spell work I have ever performed.”

Roland took Cato’s reins, threw an arm around Sairis, and started back up the path. “As long as I’m a pleasant distraction.”

“You are a blindingly pleasant distraction.”

“That sounds violent.”

“Heart-stopping.”

“Also violent.”

“Worth coming down from a tower for.”

“Alright, I like that one.”



Chapter 23. The Demon and the Princess


Sairis had that wobbly feeling in his gut that always followed an intense situation—as though his body thought that now would be a safe time to fall apart. Don’t,
 he commanded himself. There’s Marsden, a demon, and a sorcerer with anger management issues. You cannot curl up in Roland’s lap and cry.


At least the silhouettes around the fire were moving calmly. It didn’t look like they were fighting or even arguing. Something smelled fragrantly of dough and cinnamon. Griddle cakes?


As they drew closer, Sairis could see that Marsden had his frying pan propped over a cheerful blaze. Without looking up, he said, “Sairis, I think you’re the most qualified person here to melt the lock off that well.”

Sairis almost smiled. But then his eyes strayed across the fire, and his smile died. Candice looked about as one would expect of a princess who had spent the better part of a week in the woods. Her dress was in tatters, her braided hair wild, her cheeks hollow. She was sitting with her arms around her knees, leaning against something that Sairis at first took for a stump in the shadows beyond the fire. Then it moved, and Sairis saw that it was another person. His green eyes reflected the firelight to an unnatural degree. Of course.


Sairis’s skin prickled. He forced himself to walk past them to the well, where he made short work of the lock, melting it into 
 a puddle on the stone plinth. He drew off so much heat from Marsden’s fire in the process that the flame disappeared into the coals. Marsden grumbled that his work was not a heat source. Then he relit the fire with magic. He’d have started over with twigs if it was just the three of us, but he doesn’t want to be in the dark with a demon.
 Roland came over to lift the heavy cap from the well, all the while casting uneasy glances toward the fire.

The still, cool air inside the well smelled of moss and deep earth. Sairis was relieved when he spotted a bucket and rope tied under the stone lip. The rope nearly ran out before the bucket made a distant splash. The drought is everywhere,
 thought Sairis.

Roland sighed. “I remember when you could reach in and scoop out a handful of water.”

No one said much while they all passed around the bucket. Sairis hadn’t realized how stale the water in his canteen had become until he tasted the well water—so sweet and cold. Candice choked on the first mouthful and then drank without stopping for half a bucket.

The demon did not drink. Sairis wondered whether it even needed ordinary nourishment. He wished he knew more about demons. Before the Sundering, the only place one was likely to look an astral demon in the eye had been across a tightly warded circle. They were usually bound inside objects and kept under close restrictions. Sairis had read that aspects of Lust could bear offspring with mortals, and perhaps other types of demons could, too. However, he’d never encountered evidence, and he was skeptical
 .

Astral entities were said to be fabulous sources of magic when properly bound, but their utility came at a high price. They were crafty, forever seeking to trick or trap their masters. Most scholars did not regard them as truly sentient beings. They were, perhaps, a clever magical animal. Or they might be something more like a golem—automata, running a script. Like faeries, they did not experience true human emotions like empathy or compassion, although they were skilled at imitating these things.

That’s what the textbooks said, anyway. Of course, textbooks also said that necromancers weren’t truly alive.

The demon had adopted a more androgynous shape this evening, with thick, straight brown hair free around its shoulders and peasant clothes of undyed wool—simple illusions, no doubt. It could have almost been Candice’s sibling, were it not for those gem-like eyes. “The sword,” said the demon—its youthful voice as androgynous as its form.

“Griddle cakes,” returned Marsden. “Your mistress is faint with hunger.”

“She’s not my mistress,” said the demon, but it subsided while Marsden handed Candice a slightly grubby plate.

“I apologize for the state of our dishware,” said Marsden. “We didn’t have enough water for washing earlier, but you’re welcome to take the opportunity now.”

Candice didn’t look like she cared whether the plate had a bit of grease on it. She was watching the cooking food as though mesmerized
 .

The demon gave a great sigh, for all the world like an actual teenager, and flopped back on the ground. “I have been on the mortal plane for nearly three months! And with freedom so close, I must watch humans eat griddle cakes!”

“You are freer than any demon I have ever encountered,” said Marsden icily, “which is far too free for my liking.”

The demon rolled its eyes. “Spoken like a man who hasn’t gotten laid in...” He turned to squint at Marsden. “A week? That recently, really? I’m amazed you found a willing partner.”

Marsden’s eyes narrowed. Sairis couldn’t tell whether his reaction was upper class prudery or genuine embarrassment, but the dean glared for several seconds without managing to find a response. It was almost funny. Sairis didn’t get long to enjoy the moment, however, because the demon turned to him and purred, “Not that I need other nourishment when I’ve got you two.” Its eyes flicked between Roland and Sairis. “I recognize that flavor of desire. You were behind the tapestry...”

Roland went very still. Sairis felt a moment of unreasonable panic at whatever the demon was going to say next. It smirked at him, its green eyes framed by long lashes. The creature’s absurd beauty only made it seem more dangerous. You let your master’s sworn enemy kiss you because he had strong arms and he made you feel safe and attractive. You thought you had principles, but he put his thigh between your legs and you came faster than a lovesick village girl with a lord’s hand up her dress.


Sairis blinked. He realized that the words had not been spoken aloud. The demon was still smirking at him. Roland was looking at him, too, now. “Sair...
 ”

Sairis was glowing.
 And not just with embarrassment. Faint green lines of light crawled across his skin, tracing runes he’d put there long ago. “My personal wards,” he managed. They were putting up a fight, but a corporeal astral demon was stronger than any wards Sairis was capable of.

Candice spoke. “Ignore him.” She continued without taking her eyes off the griddle cake, “He’s not truly telepathic, but he can use desire to make...suggestions. He wants to get you thinking about sex because it gives him something to work with. And something to feed upon. Just ignore him, and he’ll stop.”


Oh.
 Sairis felt foolish for not realizing this immediately. He glanced sidelong at Roland, who was looking everywhere except his eyes. What was that creature putting in
 your head?
 Marsden looked like he was trying to regain his composure as well.

The demon shot Candice a disgusted look. “You do realize I am trying to help you?”

“You’re trying to help you.
 ”

“And I keep telling you we’re on the same side.”

She gave him a sweet, sad smile. “I’d love to think so, Mal.”

Marsden roused himself to flip over a griddle cake. “What
 is the sword? Regardless of what Sairis says, I’m the one who has it, and none of you are getting it until you tell me exactly what it is and why I should want it in your possession.”

“It’s a focus,” said Candice. “Sort of.”

“Then why would Hastafel risk losing it?” demanded Sairis.

“Because he’s not in control,” murmured Mal. “Wrath is.”



Chapter 24. Sorcerers and Their Demons


“The man you call Lord Hastafel pulled that sword out of an obsidian stone two years after the Sundering,” continued Mal. “He was fourteen, and he had a score to settle. An aspect of Wrath had been trapped in the sword for a long time. It offered him its name and more power than he’d ever seen if he would free it from its prison.

“The sword is a very old artifact, and it would not give up its prisoner without a price. In order to release the demon, Hastafel had to leave something in its place. A more experienced sorcerer could have thought of many things, but Hastafel was young and untrained, and so he gave it the only thing he knew how—a piece of himself.”

Sairis sat back. “So it is
 a focus. But not on purpose. He created a focus by accident.”

Candice nodded. “But it wasn’t made to be a focus. It was made to be a weapon...and a prison. It traps the ghosts of its slain and draws power from their efforts to cross the Styx. I think the demon was meant to guard them or...”

“Eat them, probably,” said Sairis. “Ghosts try very hard to cross the River for a while, but eventually they forget how to die. They wander the Shadow Lands and may begin seeking a way back into life. They become less human and more dangerous. Any tool that draws energy from ghosts by trapping them 
 must also have a mechanism for dealing with them once they stop trying to cross.”

“The golems must be animated with ghosts from the sword,” murmured Marsden. “Does it require a sacrifice every time?”

Neither Mal, nor Candice answered—whether because they did not know or would not say, Sairis couldn’t tell.

After a moment, Mal said, “I don’t know much about the golems. Hastafel has summoned me several times in the last decade, never for more than a few days. Well, until now. I made him very angry the last time he tried to use me in his camp.”

“What did you do to make him angry?” asked Sairis.

Mal yawned. “Instigated romantic feelings among his troops, of course. I’m a lust demon; what did he expect?”

Sairis laughed in spite of himself.

Mal waved a hand airily. “If you ask me, an orgy would have done them a world of good. They’re all very tense.”

Candice snorted around a mouthful of griddle cake.

Mal looked at her with fascinated distaste. “Humans are grotesque.”

“Says the person talking about orgies. You should try eating. It’s wonderful.”

“I prefer feeding.”

Candice rolled her eyes.

Mal leaned back on his hands. There was something cat-like about his movements, even in human form. Sairis half expected to see a tail. “Besides, if I begin to eat, I may begin to feel hunger. It sounds terrible.
 ”

Candice shook her head at Mal, but she declined the next griddle cake. Marsden passed it to Sairis instead. He smothered the fragrant dough in molasses and savored it between gulps of the cold well water.

Marsden spoke again. “So an aspect of Wrath is feeding on Hastafel and his troops?”

Mal nodded. “Bright aspected, if that means anything to you.”

The dean shook his head before passing a plate to Roland.

“Bright aspected?” said Sairis.

“Demons come in bright and dark aspects,” said Candice. “Mal is bright aspected Lust. He can only feed on sexual energy when it’s consensual.”

Sairis had never heard of this before.

“Bright aspected Wrath,” continued Candice, “is something like righteous indignation. Hastafel’s army probably believes it’s saving the world.” She hesitated. “So does he, for that matter.”

Marsden interrupted. “A demon is a demon. They feed on human life force. Some of them treat humans as renewable resources and some of them drain their victims and discard them. Either way, they are parasites. They kill without compunction when ordered by their masters, and all
 of them seek to trick and kill those masters.” He fixed Candice with a hard stare. “All of them, Your Highness.”

Candice stared back without a flicker. “Life’s tough when you’re a sorcerer, I guess.”

“Is this demon leading you to seek the sword?” demanded Marsden. “I tell you plainly, Princess, I do not trust it.
 ”

Candice’s lip curled in what might have been a smile or a sneer. “His master is Lord Hastafel, whom, as you have pointed out, he is motivated to destroy. We both want that.”

Roland spoke for the first time, “You let Hastafel into my palace. You endangered my sister’s life.”

Candice fixed him with a defiant glare. “In case you haven’t noticed, Roland Malconwy, Mistala has not exactly been a friend to Falcosta over the last century. You were only supposed to be bait, though. We were supposed to—” She glanced furiously at Mal, who actually looked a little sheepish.

“I was hungry,” he whined.

“If my partner had not gotten distracted by some lordly ass—” began Candice.

“I’m no use in a fight without magic, and I can’t make magic without sex!”

“My uncle was a snack to you?” exploded Roland.

“Your sister wanted me
 as a political bargaining chip!” shot Candice.

Sairis felt they were getting off-topic. If Candice and Roland began arguing about the relative moral positions of Mistala and Falcosta, they’d be here all night. “You want to have a look inside the sword, don’t you?” asked Sairis. “It’s not void, is it? There’s some kind of pocket world or...or perhaps it’s even a portal into Death? That would be the easiest way to trap ghosts. Have you ever walked in Death, Candice?”

“Sairis,” began Marsden in a warning voice, but Candice was shaking her head, watching Sairis closely.

“You shouldn’t go alone. Not your first time.
 ”

“I have not agreed to this,” growled Marsden.

Sairis turned to him impatiently. “You’ve already tried to destroy the sword, haven’t you? I bet you’ve been trying since you took it from me. But you haven’t managed to do it.”

A hint of alarm slipped across Candice’s face. “Don’t destroy it!”

“Why?” demanded Marsden.

“Because...” Candice licked her lips. “The part of Hastafel inside the focus is the only part Wrath cannot reach. This is because Wrath fears its former prison and will not go looking there. If you destroy the sword, the wolf will be able to consume Hastafel utterly.”

Sairis frowned. “Won’t Wrath just go back to the astral plane if its summoner is dead?”

Mal made a face. “I
 would. I’m not sure it will.”

“When demons are banished,” said Candice, “they rejoin their primary entity. Most demons yearn for this reunion...unless they’re kept too long. Then they...change. After a while, they resist banishment. The wolf has been on the mortal plane for a long time.”

“You should be glad that I have not begun to partake of your food and drink, your hunger, your thirst, and your wretched squabbles,” said Mal primly. “I
 still want to go home!”

Marsden looked at Candice. “You want to go inside this vessel and see if you can learn something that will allow you to defeat Lord Hastafel?
 ”

“Yes,” said Candice. “Nothing you can throw at him is going to stop him. Human armies won’t. And if Wrath takes total possession, I promise things won’t get any easier.”

“This is definitely not an errand for your first solo trip to the Styx,” said Sairis. “I am coming with you.”

Marsden glared between them. Then he stood up slowly. He turned away from them, fumbled at his belt for a moment, and then drew out the sword as though from thin air. Gods damned illusionist,
 thought Sairis. He wondered whether the sword had been lying beside them, invisible, the entire time, or whether Marsden had some kind of tiny pocket world for hiding such things.

The demon had gone still, like a dog on point, and Candice leaned forward. The silvered runes seemed to crawl across the black blade in the flickering firelight. Marsden sat deliberately back down and poured himself some tea from the pot he’d been brewing. “You’re going to have to wait until I finish my dinner,” he muttered. “If you both come back possessed, I’ll need quite a lot of magic to put you down.”



Chapter 25. Into the Sword


“Can I come with you?” asked Roland as Sairis drew a circle on a cleared patch of forest floor.

“No,” said Marsden and Sairis at the same time.

“Mundane ghosts are tightly tethered to their bodies,” said Sairis. “Once you pull them apart, it’s difficult to keep the body alive.”

“You would die,” said Marsden simply.

Roland stood on the edge of the circle, clenching his fists and casting suspicious glances at Candice and the demon, who were conversing in low voices beside the fire.

Marsden stepped carefully across Sairis’s circle, walked to the center, and drove the sword halfway into the earth. Then he came back to stand beside Roland, watching as Sairis traced runes.

“Dirt is the worst for this,” muttered Sairis.

“You’re right. You should wait until you can do it on stone.”

“No more waiting.”

“What’s wrong with dirt?” asked Roland.

Marsden answered him, “Earth has its own magical signature. It’s why magicians like towers. You can ward them better.”

Sairis glanced at Marsden. “Did you bring salt?”

Marsden tossed him a satchel
 .

Sairis proceeded to distribute a minute line of salt around the circle, which was about four paces across. “I could use my own blood,” he said without looking up, “but it won’t do you any good if I die or get trapped.”

Marsden grunted. He pulled a knife from his belt, pricked his finger, and proceeded to mark each of Sairis’s runes with a few drops of blood.

Sairis straightened and came around the circle to where Roland was standing. To Roland’s surprise, Sairis leaned up to whisper in his ear, “It is
 possible to take a mundane ghost into Death. Risky, but possible. You shouldn’t go because I need you here.”


“The last time you did this—” began Roland.

“Someone kidnapped me,” interrupted Sairis.

Oh.

“I am completely helpless when I am spirit-walking, Roland. It is difficult for me to do it properly when I don’t think I’m safe.” His words were a hurried breath against Roland’s ear and Roland could sense what it had cost him to say them.

Roland’s arms came up around Sairis. He felt a welcome sense of purpose. I have a job.
 “You are safe,” he murmured. “You are as safe as a knight of the realm can make you.”

Sairis breathed a laugh. He stepped out of Roland’s embrace and went back to his work.

Candice had come over from the fire and was examining each of Sairis’s runes.

“Have you ever drawn a summoning circle before?” asked Sairis
 .

Candice hesitated, then shook her head. After a moment, she said, “I would have just used the sword like a mirror.”

Sairis shrugged. “I’m sure that would work, but this is safer. You’ll still need to let it taste your blood, though. It’s already tasted mine...rather exhaustively.”

Roland glanced at the sword. Now that Candice mentioned it, the obsidian blade was
 a kind of mirror. He remembered with a shiver how faces had pressed into view, distorted and howling. Candice reached into a pocket of her dress, pulled out an embroidery needle, and pricked her finger. She pressed a single, bloody print to the flat of the blade.

“Stingy,” said Sairis with a hint of sarcasm, “but it’ll do.”

Mal came over from the fire, and Roland had another moment of anxiety. “He’s not going with you, is he?”

“Gods, no!” said the demon. “I hate spirit vessels.”

Candice glanced at him. “You’ll stay here and guard my body, though?”

“I am your faithful familiar,” said Mal, in a tone that made Roland trust him as much as a rusty sword.

“And I’m here for Sairis,” said Roland stiffly.

“And I’m here to do the unpleasant work if one or both of you come back as monsters,” said Marsden. “Come on, let’s get this over with.”

“Look on the bright side,” said Sairis as he lay down. “We might only bring a monster with
 us.”

“I might just let you hunt it down yourself, then,” said Marsden.

“You know you wouldn’t.
 ”

Candice lay down in the circle, her tattered dress and wild hair pooling around her. She looked more like a storybook witch than a princess. Or perhaps just a storybook child, lost in the haunted forest. She turned her head to look at the sword, fixing her eyes on the bloody place where she’d made her mark. She murmured something over and over, as her eyes fluttered closed, but Roland could not understand the words.

Sairis did not murmur. He lay down on the other side of the sword and composed himself as though for sleep, with his hands folded over his stomach. His eyes flicked to Roland’s and blinked once behind his glasses. Then his dark lashes settled against his cheeks, and his face stilled. His breathing slowed until it was almost undetectable. After a moment, his feet settled a bit further apart, and his shoulders dropped. Such tiny changes, and yet his body looked less occupied. Empty. Roland would not let himself think, “Dead.”

A movement above Sairis caught Roland’s attention. The sword was no longer a mirror. It was a slit window on some kind of foggy room. Roland could see the back of Sairis’s phantom head and his shoulder. Sairis moved forward and Roland thought the fog would swallow him up. Then he turned and looked back through the sliver of window provided by the reflective blade. Roland thought at first that he didn’t see the people standing around the edge of the circle. And then he did. Sairis gave Roland a little smile. Roland thought of words written on foggy glass. He wanted to call out for Sairis to stop, come back, forget the whole thing
 .

Then, just like last time, Sairis’s ghost walked away into the mirrored surface.



Chapter 26. The Tower and the Fores
 t


Sairis stood still, getting his bearings. He was in some kind of circular room with fog blowing through open windows. He could sense the River nearby, but he could not hear it. The air felt moist.

Another look out the window behind him explained why. Gone was the view of the well and campfire in the woods. Now, Sairis was staring down through drifting streamers of low cloud. Dark, gnarled trees stretched to the horizon, mostly leafless.


I’m in a tower,
 he thought. A tower in the Shadow Lands.
 Something about that seemed familiar. I saw it. When he stabbed me. I saw it from the River.
 The memory had faded like a dream, but now it returned.

Sairis looked for the gleaming line of the Styx and found it. The River was not far off, cutting through the trees. It came near the tower, but not right up to it. Sairis tried to see what was directly below, but cornices and drifting clouds blocked his view
 .

He turned back to the room. There was a doorway a little further along the wall with a view of stairs beyond. A desk near the door was piled high with papers covered in a scrawl of runes and diagrams. Just as Sairis was processing this, he noticed a man who stood gazing out a window on the far side of the room. The man was tall and dark-haired. Something about the set of his shoulders was familiar. Hastafel?
 Sairis did not speak aloud, but the man turned anyway.

It was Lord Hastafel without a doubt, looking much as Sairis remembered him in battle leathers, with an intimidating glare. Sairis shrank away, but there was nothing like recognition on Hastafel’s face as he gave Sairis a cursory once-over. “Did I make more of them?” he demanded.

Sairis had no idea whether to answer. He forced himself to calm down and use a little magic on his sight. What he found astonished him. Hastafel was a ghost. Not a spirit-walker. A ghost. What the hells?


The man turned away from him dismissively to pace around the room. “Just a peasant. You probably don’t know.”

Sairis looked down at himself. He was wearing the sort of patched and worn garments that he was accustomed to wearing at home. The Shadow Lands were like that unless you made special preparations. You often ended up wearing what you expected. Sairis did a brief, anxious exploration of his face and pockets. Usually magical artifacts made this journey with ease, but sometimes mishaps occurred. He was relieved to find his glasses still on his nose, a few tiny charms he’d managed to put together over the last day still in his pockets
 .

At that moment, Candice stepped through one of the slit windows. She’d taken a little longer to sink into the proper trance, but she’d made the journey intact. Her hair was neatly braided in a long, thick tail down her back. She was wearing a full dress, which seemed impractical, but it did at least give her freedom of movement. The dress was black as starless night. It suited her.

Candice took in the room, just as Sairis had done, her gaze fixing for a moment on the ghostly Hastafel, who’d returned to staring out the window. Candice saw Sairis. Then, just as he had done, she turned and looked out and down. She stared for a long time.

Sairis walked over to stand beside her. He spoke softly. “That’s the Shadow Lands.”

Candice bit her lip. Her eyes tracked the gleam of the River.

“And that’s the Styx,” said Sairis.

Candice looked down at her dress. “Why am I wearing this?”

“It must be how you see yourself,” said Sairis. “You can make anchors to clothing if you want to wear something specific.”

Candice started to say something else, then stopped herself. She stared for a while longer. “I was so jealous when I heard about you,” she murmured at last.

Sairis was astonished. You were jealous when you heard that Mistala had an outlaw necromancer and his apprentice with a price on their heads?
 “Because I was living in a tower?” he ventured.

Candice smiled. “Because you had a teacher.
 ”

That made Sairis pause. He thought of all the times he’d considered running away from Karkaroth, how he’d yearned to go to the university. He’d wanted more, too—freedom to go to places like the Tipsy Knave. There’d been a time when that yearning had felt as though it would suffocate him. “I was pretty lonely,” he said at last.

“But you had one person who understood you,” said Candice, “who didn’t think you were a monster, because he was the same.”

“Yes.” Sairis glanced around at the ghost of Lord Hastafel. “Can we talk about this later?”

Candice turned from the window. “Let’s go down. I don’t think what we’re looking for will be this high up.”

“You know what we’re looking for?”

“I know what I’m
 looking for.”

All of this talking had gotten Hastafel’s attention again. He was staring at them with a puzzled expression. “You’re not ghosts...”

“No,” said Sairis, “but you are. That’s odd. Has the demon eaten you after all? But that doesn’t make sense. Demons usually consume everything, ghost included.”

Hastafel paced towards them. Sairis made mental preparations to bind him if need be, although he would prefer not to use so much magic. He might need it later. “I think I made more of them,” muttered Hastafel. “I’m not sure. I’m not sure whether I should have. I’m not...not certain!” He became increasingly distressed as he spoke, clutching his head on the last words
 .

Candice ignored him and moved towards the stairs. She paused beside the desk, visibly torn by a desire to inspect the papers, but then shook her head and continued on out of sight. Sairis was less interested in Hastafel’s sorcerous notes than in the state of the ghost himself.

“You’re not complete, are you?” said Sairis. “He...splinted you off. Like a memory locked in a vessel.”

Hastafel stared at him. “Yes. I...I am not complete. I feel this. I am...hungry.”

His eyes took on a wet brightness that Sairis had seen before. Damn.
 He backed quickly towards the door as the ghost moved again, this time with less human grace and more of a lurching, instinctual stumble. “I need...life,” it muttered. “I need...I require... I am not complete. Yes. I am...hungry.”

As Sairis suspected, the ghost could not pass the threshold of its chamber. Of course, it’s quite mad. It cannot fully die, so it yearns for living blood.
 However, Sairis had no sooner left the room than the ghost seemed to forget its bloodlust. As he followed Candice down the dark stairs, he heard it wail again, “Did I make more of them?”

*  *  *  *

When it became clear that Sairis and Candice would be gone for more than a few minutes, Roland went to tend to Cato. He removed most of the tack, brushed him, and tethered him loosely, so that he could escape from predators if need be. Roland gave him what few oats remained in the saddlebags, and made sure he could reach nearby forage. “Tomorrow,” Roland 
 promised him as he soothed the horse’s nose, “we will be in Mosshaven, and there will be hay and oats.”

When he returned to the fire, Marsden was finishing his dinner and he wordlessly offered Roland more of the same. They ate in silence, sitting around the summoning circle. The demon had stretched out on his side, eyes half-closed, for all the world like a torpid cat.

Something began moving in the circle. At first, Roland thought it was the sword again, showing them a reflection of what Sairis was seeing. But the effect was only on the ground around the sword—a shimmer like heat, and yet the air had gone chilly.

“Hell’s teeth,” muttered Marsden. “Well, that’s necromancy for you. Stay away from it.”

The shimmer was spilling out of the circle like water from a broken cup. Indeed, as Roland stared, he became more convinced that it actually was
 some type of water. It followed the path of least resistance out of the circle, and wound away through the trees, down the hillside.

Mal scooted away from it daintily, rolling his eyes at Marsden’s quick retreat, but even he didn’t seem anxious to touch the shimmer.

“What is it?” Roland whispered.

“The Styx,” murmured the demon. “The echo of the Styx. It happens sometimes, when you make a portal into Death.”

“What happens if it touches someone?” asked Roland.

“Nothing good,” said Marsden
 .

“If you are concerned about the people living at the foot of the ridge, be at peace,” said Mal. “The echo of the River is weaker the farther it runs from its source. It will be a harmless anomaly in a short distance. Right here, though...it would be possible to cross by accident. Not easy, but possible.”

Marsden seemed to agree with this assessment as far as it went, so Roland settled down again. He could not help but stare at the illusory River in fascination. At first, it was just a shimmer that seemed almost a trick of the eyes. But it flowed around rocks and trees like a stream and threw back the faintest reflection of firelight. As time passed, it gained more definition. After a while, Roland could swear he saw the reflection of a forest in its depths—not the forest of evergreens where he sat, but the leafless branches of hulking, twisted trees, rising into a twilight sky.



Chapter 27. Faces of Lord Hastafe
 l


Sairis was not surprised to find the second highest room of the tower very like the first. It, too, contained a desk covered in papers, and there was a crude summoning circle chalked on the floor, although Sairis sensed it had never been activated. A 
 ghostly Hastafel paced back and forth across it. “This is enough,” he murmured. “This is almost more than I can control. I do not need more than this. Unless...unless... But I don’t.”

He seemed entirely consumed by his internal monologue. Sairis inched around the edge of the room, angling for the stairs. He saw no sign of Candice, but he couldn’t blame her for not wanting to linger with an insane and agitated ghost.

Halfway to the stairs, the creature noticed Sairis. Instead of attacking, it barked, “Is there such a thing as enough power? Enough control?”

Sairis kept moving.

“Well?” demanded the ghost.

Sairis could see it was becoming more agitated, so he answered, “I should think so.”

The ghost seemed relieved. “Of course there is! There can be no contentment if there is never enough. What is life without contentment? What is all this striving if there is no end? This is enough! It has to be enough!”

Sairis reached the stairs and darted along the dark wall. He was beginning to have an unsettling notion of exactly what had happened here. I should probably tell Candice what I’m thinking.
 Sairis risked a low call, “Candice?”

He came into the next room, but she wasn’t here, either. This version of Hastafel was visibly younger, probably in his early thirties. He was sitting at the desk, writing furiously. When he saw Sairis, he bounced to his feet, clutching a sheaf of papers. “Oh, thank the gods, I thought no one would ever come. Look, I’ve got to share this. I know that not everyone wants to know, 
 but I’m learning so much. There must be someone who could benefit from the things I’ve seen, the risks I’ve taken, the sacrifices I’ve made. What if I die in the next campaign? What if the anti-magical faction stages a coup? What if someone finds the demon and kills it? This knowledge can’t die with me. Please, take it!”

He thrust papers into Sairis’s startled hands. Some of them fluttered to the floor, but Hastafel bent quickly to scoop them up and shove them under Sairis’s chin. The pages were covered in lines of dense script.

Some of Hastafel’s excitement seemed to dissipate as he saw Sairis’s expression. “There’s something wrong, isn’t there? I feel as though I’ve been here for much more than an afternoon. Am I...” He swallowed. “Am I alive?”

Oh, gods.

“I have to go.” Sairis carried the papers, just to see what would happen, but as he expected, they evaporated as he crossed the threshold. The ghost wailed behind him. “You can’t leave me here! I have so much to share! Please, I can’t have done all this for nothing! Please don’t leave me here!”


Is he talking to me?
 wondered Sairis, Or to himself?


*  *  *  *

Roland felt like he was on sentry duty. Sentry duty after a long, hard march. He did not sleep, because he was a soldier, but the night took on a dreamlike quality as they sat in an increasingly dark and chilly wood, watching the stars wheel overhead. The waxing moon had not yet risen. As the fire burned down to embers, the three of them became just lumps of shadow—
 Marsden in his coat and Mal stretched out on his back, still in human form.

Roland could no longer discern breathing in either Sairis or Candice. He told himself this was only because the darkness stole details. However, as the night dragged on, he could not help but think of a wake—the sword like a tombstone, the two bodies still and pale beneath it, and the silent watchers keeping vigil. Only the illusion of the River moved, throwing back pinpricks of starlight.

Roland judged the time was near midnight when, from far off, came a long, wavering howl, rapidly joined by others. Gooseflesh prickled over Roland’s arms. Marsden jerked, indicating that he had been dozing. Mal sat up on the opposite side of the circle. Its voice sounded surprisingly uneasy for a demon. “What was that?”

*  *  *  *

The next iteration of Lord Hastafel was curled up behind the desk, sobbing. He didn’t raise his head as Sairis passed, so Sairis couldn’t gauge how old he was. Surely younger than the previous version.

By contrast, the next young man was animated and hardly recognizable as the battered veteran Sairis had met in the Malconwy’s strategy room. “How many chances do you get at love?” he demanded when Sairis walked into the room.

Sairis hesitated. The ghosts seemed to want a response. “Probably not many.”

“Precisely!” announced Hastafel. “And she loves me back! How rare is that? I can walk away from all this, install a stable 
 government, leave my officers in charge. We will run away, take ship to the islands, or simply hide until things have settled. We can live in the hills for all I care! I can herd sheep and goats again. Gods know I’m familiar enough with that.” His face took on a hint of uncertainty as Sairis inched around him towards the stairs. “It seems like I’ve been waiting for her a long time. Who are you, anyway? I seem to encounter many strange people here, and that’s...that’s not right...is it? Oh, gods. I didn’t... I didn’t do
 anything, did I? Surely I wouldn’t have wanted to be rid of...of love!”


Sairis tried to step away, but the ghost darted forward and caught him by the shoulders. “What happened to me?” he demanded. “What happened to her?”


Sairis thought of the sobbing version of this man one layer above. Nothing good.
 “I have to go.” He tore himself away and left the youthful Hastafel still hurling questions after him.

Where are you, Candice?

*  *  *  *

“Should we wake them?” asked Roland.

Marsden shook his head. “If you move them or break the circle, they might never find their way back to their bodies. And you’d make it easier for a monster to take possession in their absence.” He frowned. “I’m tempted to cast an illusory fold to hide us. The problem is the River...”

“The River would create a flaw in your illusion,” agreed the demon
 .

Marsden got up and walked back and forth beside the ghostly waters, muttering words that sent streaks of color sparking on the surface.

“There’s no hiding it,” muttered Mal, “not without an enormous outlay of magic.”

He seemed to be correct, because Marsden finally sat back down without making any visible changes to the River. After a moment’s hesitation, Roland got up and poked the fire to life again.

“I don’t like wolves,” muttered Mal.

“Game has gone scarce along with the rain,” said Marsden. “Predators have gotten more aggressive. We will just have to fend them off if they approach.”

Roland shifted uncomfortably. He wasn’t afraid of animals, and he pitied the wolf that took a snap at Cato. However, he hated the idea of being attacked while Sairis could not be moved from such a helpless position. “Maybe they’ll wake up before the wolves get here.”

The chorus of howls erupted again. They sounded closer.

Mal dissolved into the leopard, his tail visibly fluffed. “Or maybe not.”

*  *  *  *

The next two versions of Hastafel both appeared paralyzed with indecision. They sat tense and quiet at the desk, saying nothing. The next young man was sitting on the window ledge, his feet in the thin air outside the tower, his arms rigid against the stone as though ready to push himself off. Sairis thought 
 this might be the first iteration. It was certainly a version that one might wish to cut away.

When Sairis looked out, he saw that they were only one story up. He could no longer see beyond the trees to the Styx. A moat encircled the tower, the water moving fast and swimming with bright lights. That will be the engine.


Hastafel spoke without turning. “I can’t go through with it,” he muttered. “Everything is so hard. I’m so lonely. I miss everyone. Even the damn goats. The sword is always hungry, and the wolf wants too much. Wolves were never good for shepherds.” He looked around as Sairis crossed the room. “Do you think I will ever be happy again?” He looked so young, probably a teenager, dressed in ratty furs and stained linen.

Sairis remembered the young man in love, in grief, in fear, in academic elation. He remembered the man who had more power than he knew what to do with, who wanted to run away, who wanted more, who wanted less. “Yes,” said Sairis truthfully. “You will.” And then you won’t. And then you will. And then...
 “I have to go.”

*  *  *  *

The ululating cries of the wolves grew steadily nearer. They seemed excited, almost as though they were chasing something. Mal crouched with his ears back, licking his lips and occasionally making a guttural rumbling that made him sound less fierce than anxious. Roland had hunted leopards before and Mal was by far the biggest he’d ever seen. However, his grumbling and bristling made him seem more like an enormous housecat. 
 Roland wondered whether a lust demon was really all that effective in a fight. Wrath does seem more useful in some ways.


The wolves howled again, this time so close that Roland jumped. He fully expected to see gray shapes drifting through the trees at any moment. How many?
 The howls sounded like dozens, but Roland knew that was a deception. Wolves sang in harmony to sound more numerous. He would not have been surprised to see three or thirty.

However, he was definitely surprised when half a dozen men jogged out of the trees.



Chapter 28. The Meadow and the Moa
 t


Roland and Marsden leapt to their feet. Roland drew his sword. Mal hissed. The men slowed and then fanned out around the edges of the firelight. There were six of them. Four were wearing tattered military uniforms. Deserters,
 thought Roland. Probably turned bandit.


One of the civilians stepped forward. He was the only person in the group who looked relatively clean and well-dressed. “Please accept my apologies for our abrupt appearance, fellow 
 travelers. Our camp was attacked by wolves, and we...” He petered off as he caught sight of the uncapped well.

Men like this are probably why it was capped to begin with.

The stranger’s eyes returned to Roland’s with such amazement that Roland could not help feeling a little sorry for him. “Friends,” said the man with feeling, “may we call you friends? And may we trouble you for a drink? My companions are very
 thirsty.”

Roland wasn’t at all sure he wanted to call them friends, but he felt certain that stopping them would be more trouble than it was worth. “Help yourselves,” he said. “We’ll all stand a better chance together if the wolves attack again.”

*  *  *  *

The ground floor of the tower was the largest of all the rooms and also the strangest. Sairis stared at an obsidian boulder the size of a small cottage at the center. It was surrounded by a patch of meadow—lush green grass dotted with white and yellow flowers, blowing gently in an invisible breeze. Sunlight streamed down upon the peaceful scene. The light had no visible source. Like the grass, it simply faded into the gray walls and ceiling of the tower.

Sairis wasn’t sure what to make of it. He walked around the illusion cautiously, testing it with magic. It did not appear to be a pocket world or a folded space.

As he worked, he became aware of a low, mournful keening, muted and far off. Sairis did not think the sound came from the meadow
 .

As he circled the illusion, two people came into view on the far side. Candice, at last! She was talking to a version of Hastafel who must be about her own age. He’d been a wiry youth, dressed in soft leather and fur. He looked cleaner than the hollow-eyed boy ready to throw himself from the window overhead, healthier than the young man who must have led a revolution. This boy was the picture of a savvy young goatherd, although, like all the ghosts, he was clearly worried about something.

Sound apparently could not penetrate the illusion. Sairis could hear nothing of their conversation, in spite of the fact that he was standing only a few feet away. Candice and Hastafel looked around as they spoke. Sairis waved at them, but their eyes passed right through him. Sairis noticed that the smooth side of the boulder reflected Candice and Hastafel clearly, but not himself, even though he was close enough to have shown on its sheer surface. Indeed, if he squinted, he could see that it was throwing back images of trees that should have been behind him. Candice and Hastafel won’t see me unless I enter the illusion.


Sairis stood still and considered. Is Candice trapped?


Since she had rashly decided to test the illusion, Sairis felt it would be foolish to join her and risk himself as well. He waited with mounting impatience for her to attempt to leave the meadow.


How long have we been inside the sword?
 Time passed strangely in spirit vessels. Roland will be worried on general principle, and Marsden will be worried on very specific principle
 .


Meanwhile, Candice and Hastafel were chatting away like old cousins. Across the room, Sairis caught sight of a large, formal-looking door, standing slightly ajar. He took one more frustrated look at Candice and then made for the exit.

*  *  *  *

The well-dressed civilian was named Alistair, and he was the only talkative one, keeping up a banal chatter while his companions hauled up bucket after bucket of water and lapped it up like dogs. “We were transporting supplies for the army,” he said. “Bandits robbed us, stole our horses and our wagons. We were lucky to escape alive. Wolves did the rest and now we’re just trying to get home before the snows fall. You look like a soldier, young man, have you come from the border? Any news from the front?”

Roland wasn’t about to tell these people who he was or anything about the pass. The more he saw of them in the firelight, the less he liked them. Four in uniforms looked so tattered that Roland found it impossible to believe they’d been part of a military transport in the recent past. He could easily believe they’d been the bandits who robbed it. The clothes certainly looked like someone had died in them.

The other civilian looked marginally presentable, although nothing like Alistair’s stylish frockcoat. This man wore a laborer’s undyed wool, and he moved in a furtive manner that reminded Roland a little of Sairis. “I don’t think they’re military,” he muttered to Alistair. “Not with the summoning circle and all.
 ”

“Ah, yes!” said Alistair brightly. “Forgive me, my companion is more observant. Are you rogue magicians, then? We do not judge, of course.”

“I should think not,” said Marsden, speaking for the first time. He was looking at the quieter man. “Since you certainly are.”

The man bowed. “Caseous,” he said.

Marsden inclined his head, “Ari.”

Roland almost laughed. It was both as true and as false as a name could be. Marsden doesn’t trust them.


Caseous glanced over Marsden’s shoulder at the circle. “Are your friends spirit-walking? Or...are they not your friends?”

Roland wasn’t sure what he meant by that and did not think he wanted to know.

“Friends,” said Marsden quickly. “Magicians as well. They will be awake soon.”

Caseous’s eyes widened as he spotted Mal, uncharacteristically quiet on the far side of the summoning circle. He was still bristling. “Well...” murmured Caseous. “There’s something you don’t run into every day.”

“It’s bound,” said Marsden.

“I can see that.”

No more howls issued from the woods, which Roland supposed was the solitary upside to this situation. The wolves must surely be cowed by so many people.

“I suppose you’re sitting here instead of around the fire in order to protect your friends,”
 purred Alistair. “Very sensible.” 
 To Roland’s consternation, he came forward, and sat down a few paces away. “Mind if we join you?”

*  *  *  *

The keening grew louder as Sairis approached the door. He emerged onto a desolate stretch of cracked pavers beneath the twilight sky of the Shadow Lands. The moat lay beyond, with the trees of the forest growing almost to its edge. Directly across from Sairis, a drawbridge spanned the moat. He barely had time to process this, however, as his attention was drawn to the ghosts.

These were not fragments, but whole people, and they were in distress. The ghosts paced the banks of the moat, leaping in to become silver streaks in the water, where they would flash wildly round and round the tower. Sometimes they leapt out again, flickering back into vaguely corporeal forms, crying and moaning. Some of them had done this so many times that they’d forgotten their human shapes. Their arms were too long, their toes curled like talons, and their jaws dragged the earth. They all had that terrible gleam in their eyes. They could not die—not completely—and they grew hungrier with each moment they were trapped.

This is how the sword draws power. It keeps them here, swimming in endless circles, driving the magical equivalent of a waterwheel.

These spirits were dangerous, but binding so many ghosts would drain Sairis. Instead, he performed a little magic on himself. Easier to trick them than to bind them.
 Unless he drew their attention, the ghosts would think him just another dead thing
 .

Sairis approached the moat and looked down. One glance told him that it was filled with Styx water. If he’d cared to jump into it, he would have found it as dry as dust, sliding over his skin like sand.

Sairis moved around the foot of the tower in the direction of the River, his eyes scanning the edges of the moat. He was rewarded by the sight of a dry ditch, overgrown, but still visible. The original sorcerer made a canal to the River, filled the moat, and then dammed it off.


Sairis took a deep breath. He thought he knew what he needed to do. Call the River, flood this place, send all these ghosts on their way.


It sounded easy. However, Sairis was not such a fool as to attempt such a thing from inside the charmed circle of the tower. He needed to get away from it, into the Shadow Lands, where the sword’s magic was less likely to trigger some kind of trap.

Sairis picked his way back to the drawbridge. He considered it from every angle. It appeared to be real. Or as real as anything in the Shadow Lands. He couldn’t sense any traps. Cautiously, he advanced onto the heavy beams. Nothing happened, but as he approached the far side, a sign flickered into existence, staked at the edge of the trees. The letters swam in and out of focus. Sairis suspected they could be read in any language: “None but my master shall pass.”


Well, that was probably true when a demon guarded the tower. But the wolf is loose in the world now.
 Sairis frowned. But then...why haven’t the ghosts left?
 A newly dead ghost would not 
 be able to resist the Styx water of the moat, but some of these had been here a long time. They would be inclined to wander.

Sairis had barely stepped off the drawbridge when he felt his skin prickle. He took two swift steps back as a circle of green fire leapt up around the moat. Wards. Well now I know why the ghosts aren’t leaving.
 Sairis wasn’t a real ghost, and even he wasn’t inclined to test that barrier. How is Hastafel maintaining it?
 The kind of wards that could burn a trespasser to cinders usually required frequent renewal. The original creator is long dead, and Hastafel is in no position to renew this. It doesn’t make sense...



Could there be a second demon?
 It was possible, but demons couldn’t perform magic, and Sairis wasn’t sure how a demon would go about renewing wards by itself. Could one of the iterations of Hastafel himself be renewing the wards?


Sairis didn’t think so. They were too fragmentary, with too little self-awareness, bound in their own levels of the tower. Sairis remembered the chunk of obsidian Roland had dropped into a punch bowl to avoid touching a necromancer’s hand. I knew something was tethered there. A ghost or a fragment. I thought it had Hastafel’s blood or even his name in it, but what if it had something even more personal? A piece of his own ghost.


Sairis shivered. No wonder he ran away when I sent it after him. He’s put everything he’d like to forget in here.


Sairis turned back to the tower. I’m missing something.




Chapter 29. 
 The Stone in the Swor
 d


The only two newcomers who seemed interested in sitting around the salt circle were Alistair and Caseous. The other four remained in front of the fire, talking amongst themselves. Roland noticed that Mal stayed as far away from them as possible. The horses seemed restless, pulling on their leads and stamping.

I really wish Sairis and Candice would wake up.

On the plus side, Roland hadn’t seen a single weapon. Definitely no long swords. The group probably had knives or daggers tucked away somewhere, and of course they had a magician. Still... I am a trained knight with my sword at my hip, and Marsden is the godsdamned dean of magical studies. And we have a demon. Surely we are better armed than a bunch of ragged bandits.


Roland glanced at Mal and could not help adding uncharitably to himself, Even if the demon is a bit of a giant housecat. Nothing to say now, Master Sassy Spots? Why don’t you try your little trick with the sexy mind-reading on this lot?


In any case, Roland was more than happy to take a seat beside Alistair. He wanted to keep a close eye on the fellow. There was something odd about him. Roland wondered whether the bandits only came out at night. Alistair looked as pale as Sairis, though his lips were rather strikingly red, almost as though he’d been wearing paint
 .

He talked endlessly.

Roland offered grunting, half-hearted responses to the stream of cheerful chatter. He could hear Caseous murmuring to Marsden a few feet away and Marsden’s shorter answers. Had they seen any university magicians out here? It was rumored that some were marching with the column. There might be outriders. Had he seen any signs?

“So, how many friends have you lost this year?” asked Alistair.

An image of Marcus’s blood-streaked face leapt vividly before Roland’s mind’s eye. “Excuse me?”

“You’re a friend of demons and rogue wizards,” said Alistair. “How many have been collared or hanged in the last year?”

Roland squinted at his companion, but Alistair had turned away, hiding his expression.

“Not so many,” said Roland carefully.

“Mmm. That surprises me. You know, they say that Prince Roland Malconwy is out here somewhere, hunting a necromancer.”

Roland went very still.

“You’d best be careful,” murmured Alistair. “I can’t imagine he’d approve of what you’re doing here. The Malconwys love to blood their swords on folk like us.”

There was an uncomfortable pause. Is he threatening me?
 “I think everyone in Mistala is just trying to survive right now,” Roland ventured
 .

“Oh, I think you’re wrong. I’ll tell you how many friends I’ve lost in the last year. Eleven. They were just trying to survive, too.”

Roland licked his lips. “People make mistakes. The crown is trying to do better by magicians.”

“Is it?” Alistair’s eyes drifted over the salt circle, over Candice and Sairis. “Well, perhaps you’re right. Magicians are still considered human, after all. Can’t imagine that the rulers of Mistala will ever care how demons are treated, though. Or anyone else they don’t call human.”

“Perhaps some understanding could be built,” said Roland cautiously, “if trust could be established.”

Alistair’s eyes flicked towards his face. His smile was almost beatific. “Trust... Or personal experience, perhaps? I like that idea, actually. I think you might have just saved your own life...Your Highness.”

*  *  *  *

Sairis stepped through the main door again. To his frustration, Candice and Hastafel were still
 talking. Sairis took a deep breath and approached the meadow. He had a vague sense that they might be running out of time. I have to risk it.


The tower room vanished as Sairis stepped into full sunlight. The distant wailing of ghosts was replaced by birdsong and a far off shushing that Sairis couldn’t identify. Candice and Hastafel broke off their conversation to look at him, but Sairis’s attention was snatched away by a shining expanse on his left.

They were on a hilltop with trees beginning further down the slope. Below, water stretched to the horizon, broken by lines 
 of foam, heaving endlessly. It gleamed in the light of an late afternoon sun, dazzling after the twilight of Death.

Sairis forgot what he’d been doing. He forgot what he’d been thinking. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been staring when a boy’s voice spoke behind him: “You’ve never seen it before, have you?”

Sairis shook his head. “It’s the Shattered Sea, isn’t it?”

“It is.” The shepherd lad who would become a warlord came over to stand beside him. “Magic. Mystery. That’s where it all comes from.”

“How is it in here?” whispered Sairis.

The boy sighed. “It isn’t. We’re in a memory. The sun never sets. The flowers never fade.” He paused and Sairis dragged his eyes away from the Shattered Sea to look where the boy was staring, at a column of smoke rising over the valley to the east. “My village never stops burning.”

Sairis saw other things now, things not visible from outside the illusion. There was blood on the grass in the direction of the village, something that looked like a human body at the edge of the trees. A dead baby goat lay curled among the flowers as though someone had arranged it there—thoughtfully, carefully.

“The king will do nothing,” said the boy. “Bandits are coming over the mountains from the dying lands, from the places where the rain has stopped falling. They pay off the garrisons. The soldiers aren’t here for us. They are here to make sure Mistala does not invade. They are not here to defend goatherds and beet farmers.”

“So you will defend them,” said Sairis thoughtfully
 .

“Will I?” The boy cocked a sharp eye at Sairis. “The hill people won’t thank me, not once they realize what I am. I always thought they’d burn me in the end. This...” He started to laugh—a high, hysterical sound. “The irony!”


So
 this is the first iteration,
 thought Sairis. This is the piece he put into the sword to release the demon. It’s quite a piece. This ghost understands he’s a memory. He’s complete enough to have a sense of what happened to him.


Sairis glanced up to see Candice watching them carefully. What on earth was she talking to him about for all that time?


“Hastafel,” began Sairis.

“Phillip,” said the boy.

“Phillip, there’s something—” Sairis stopped. He stared past the shepherd boy and Candice to the sheer face of the boulder, where his own reflection had joined the other two. Then he started to laugh. Obsidian...
 “Volcanic glass.”

Phillip turned to the boulder. “Dragon glass, they always said in my village—a bauble left by the wyrm that sleeps now in the far southern caves. They say she was wounded by the sword trapped in the glass, that she must sleep for a hundred years to heal herself. They say that when she wakes, the sword will wake too, and a hero will pull it from the boulder to fight her again.”

Phillip’s brow furrowed. “Lies, I think. No one else can hear the wolf inside. Wolves were never good for shepherds.” He started to pace up and down.

Sairis watched Phillip’s reflection. The sword in the stone...the stone in the sword...


Candice spoke at last. “Sairis, I’m ready to leave.
 ”

“We have to return via the route we entered,” said Sairis slowly. “That’s a drawback of summoning circles.” He was still watching the boy’s reflection. “I still don’t understand what the lust demon has to do with any of this. If Hastafel summoned him, then he’s under Hastafel’s control and subject to his commands. How can he be helping us to overthrow his master?”

No one answered, and that was telling. Sairis looked between Candice and Phillip. They know something.
 He realized in the next instant that they were staring past him, at the obsidian boulder.

Sairis whirled to look. Somewhere deep within the boulder, a light began to glow. It did not seem to become brighter so much as nearer. Sairis stepped closer, fascinated. A glance at the boulder’s aura showed that complex magic had been used upon the mirrored surface. Sairis wished he’d noticed it earlier. What could Phillip do from inside here? He’s been scrying with it for sure. What else could he do? A fragment of the ghost of a sorcerer...


“I can see things the sword sees sometimes,” murmured Phillip. “I think you two should go.”

The image in black glass came into focus: a campfire, the silhouette of a man with a drawn sword, starlight catching on his pale hair. Something leapt at him out of the darkness.

Oh, no.

Candice turned and ran. It was the right thing to do. We have to get all the way back to the top of the tower...


Sairis laid a hand against the dark sheen of the boulder. There isn’t time.




Chapter 30. Good Demon


Everything happened very fast. Marsden shouted, and there was an explosion of light. Roland turned to see Caseous picking himself up from the dirt a few feet away. Marsden had a ball of fire in his hand, but he was moving as though through thick mud, struggling to speak. His hair and skin were crawling with wards.

Beyond Caseous, the men around the fire were writhing, their bodies twisting in impossible angles as their limbs elongated, teeth erupted from their mouths, jaws unhinged, bones snapped, and hair grew in the blink of an eye.

For one heartbeat, Roland thought Marsden had done something awful to them. And then one of them howled.

The demon leopard made a horrible caterwauling noise, somewhere between a snarl and a feline scream. The wolves launched themselves at him.

Roland tried to draw his sword, but Alistair was already on him, and they were too damned close to the salt circle. Roland flipped them over sideways, sacrificing precious leverage to keep Alistair from breaking the salt ring.

Alistair came up on top, his eyes reflecting red in the firelight. Something was wrong with his mouth. He appeared to have a second row of teeth dropping down behind the first, much sharper. He spoke around them with difficulty, his voice 
 a crooning lisp. “I’ll send you back to your sister with a new thirst, prince. Then we’ll see if the Malconwys learn sympathy.”

The snarling of the wolves and the leopard drowned out whatever he said next. Roland punched the vampire in the face as hard as he could and followed this up with a knee to the kidneys. Alistair’s hands came up reflexively to his face, and he rolled away from Roland’s knee.

Roland bounced up, ripping his sword from its sheath. He caught sight of Caseous on the ground, probably dead. Marsden had stepped inside the salt circle without breaking it and appeared to be attempting to wake Sairis and Candice with magic.

The werewolves and Mal were going round and round the fire in a snarling, screaming mass. Blood and fur flew. Can they kill a demon?
 Roland had no idea. Werewolves were inhumanly strong. There were four of them and only one of Mal.

There was no time to worry about the demon, though, because Alistair was at him again. Roland quickly realized that the vampire didn’t need a sword to be deadly. He was preternaturally fast. Roland kept cleaving the air and missing. They danced around each other, lunging, grappling briefly before Roland could push them apart again. His heart hammered in his throat each time the vampire’s fingers dug into his skin. He felt something trickle down his face and wasn’t sure whether it was blood or sweat. I am going to die. We’re all going to die. Or worse.


“You seem very concerned about this circle, Prince,” spat Alistair. “What happens if I break it?
 ”

He made a lunge, and Roland had to hit him bodily to knock him aside. They landed in the illusory River. Alistair’s elbow connected with the side of Roland’s head, and the world went white.

Roland was on his stomach in the dirt. He couldn’t get his breath. He tried to lever himself up, but Alistair was straddling his back. Roland stared numbly at his own reflection in the illusory River, at Alistair’s pale face leaning over his shoulder to lick the side of his neck. “Do give the queen my regards,” he hissed.

Roland was looking at his own terrified reflection.

And then he was looking at Sairis.

The necromancer had both hands flat against his side of the reflection, a look of fierce concentration on his face.

The River rose.

Suddenly the ghost of the Styx was all around him, more like sand than water. Come away, come away...


Roland felt himself swallowed up, sinking. The world inverted. He was in the River beneath a twilight sky, surrounded by a vast, brooding forest. He felt as though he knew the place, though he’d never been here before. He’d known it in his bones from birth.

Other people were whisking past him—shooting joyfully downstream. “Free!” he thought he heard one say. “I’m finally free!”


Yes!
 thought Roland. Free!
 He felt a sense of anticipation, as though some glorious secret waited just out of sight around the bend in the River
 .

He was standing. Why was he standing? Why did he have legs? So useless here...

“Roland.”

He looked up and saw someone on the bank. He was the most interesting thing Roland had ever seen—made of light, made of every color. The colors pulsed and flared, mesmerizing. He smelled like strawberries and honey. Roland thought he would taste delicious.

“Roland, come here.”

Roland found that he very much wanted to do what the voice said, but at the same time, he wanted to follow the River. The pull of indecision was painful. The voice spoke again, “Roland Malconwy, come here.”

The words seemed to wrap around him, to hook in his gut somehow. He forgot about the River. He stumbled towards the bank, anxious to do whatever the voice said.

Something bumped past him in the silky waters of the Styx—some confused creature like himself, not quite flesh, not quite spirit. It was a girl, drifting with the current as though stunned. The shining one spoke again, “Candice!”

She twitched, looked at him, but no more.

“Candice Norres, come here!”

She actually pushed away from the mesmerizing voice, obstinance written in every line of her body. “No.” The girl’s form dissolved and she vanished beneath the surface.

Roland had reached the bank now. He hesitated on the edge of the water, but the shining one scooped him up. Roland 
 had done what had been asked and he felt an immediate need for some new mission, some purpose.

He started to struggle.

“Go back to your body,” whispered the voice that rang like bells.

The twilight wood began to fade. Roland caught one last glimpse of the River as something huge and spotted broke the surface of the water and then dove. It came up with a wriggling silver shape, like a fish.

*  *  *  *

Sairis sat up in the ruins of his circle, shivering and nauseated from the outpouring of magic. He was going to pass out. No. Can’t yet.
 “Roland?”

He forced his eyes to focus in the shifting light. The air reeked of smoke and the nauseating odor of burning flesh.

“Sairis?” Marsden’s voice.

Sairis realized he was looking at the remains of their campfire—torn apart and scattered among the dry woods. The underbrush had readily caught flame. Marsden had created a firebreak with magic, and he was working hard to keep the flames from spreading. Sairis guessed that the bodies of their attackers were somewhere in the blaze.

Sairis coughed. “Where’s Roland?”

“You tell me!” snapped Marsden over the crackle.

Sairis’s eyes fell to the ground beside him. Roland lay there on his back, tangled blond curls pooling around his head, blue eyes wide open, mouth slack in an expression of surprise. Fear hit Sairis so hard that his vision swam dark around the edges, 
 but he forced himself to reach out and place a hand on Roland’s chest. He was still warm. Of course he was. He’d been alive a moment ago, standing over Sairis’s body, defending him from a monster.

Sairis waited for his chest to lift, to feel a heartbeat.

He waited.

Sairis resisted the urge to plunge back into the River, to go looking for him. I don’t have enough magic. And if he ran from me...then he wanted to go.


It was hard to predict who really wanted to go and who would fight to stay. Sometimes people you’d never guess were unhappy got one look at the River and nothing in the world would tear them from the current.


I need to check his aura.
 That would be the definitive test. Just do it.
 Sairis rallied himself. His magic was so low. He didn’t want to look.

Marsden was suddenly crouching beside him. “Sairis, he’s fine.”

Sairis looked up, too far gone to hide his distress.

“I mean, he’s alive,” continued Marsden. “I don’t know if he’s fine, but he’s... I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you didn’t have enough magic to check. I’ve shut his eyes twice, but he just keeps opening them. I assumed he was...with you. He’ll wake up in a moment. He’s fine, kid.”

Sairis was too weak to pull away when Marsden put both arms around him, too weak to stifle the sobs. “He’s alright,” repeated Marsden. He rocked Sairis back and forth like a child, and Sairis couldn’t bring himself to fight. “You didn’t kill him. 
 You saved him from a vampire. You did what you had to do. Roland is alright.”

Sairis finally managed to speak. “S-sorry, Marsden. Did I...did I drag you across?”

“No. I’m pretty good at not crossing the River.” He hesitated. “My friends call me Andrew. If you meant what you said earlier.”

Sairis sniffled. “I think I should probably call you Professor.”

“I think we’re past that.”

Sairis pulled away suddenly. “Candice!”

Marsden sighed. “She’s...not fine. And I think the demon was swept away.”

Sairis turned to see Candice still lying beneath the sword. Unlike Roland, her eyes were closed, her face empty and still. She looked like a girl asleep and at peace.

“I tried,” whispered Sairis. “I called her, but she wouldn’t come. To get them back when they’re halfway between like that, they have to want
 to come. They have to want to stay more than they want to go.”

“Sair?”

Roland was sitting up. Sairis crawled forward and threw his arms around him. “I thought I’d killed you.”

Roland was staring around with an expression of wonder. He put his arms around Sairis, still staring. “I...I was somewhere else.”

“You certainly were,” said Marsden in a tired voice.

“It was...” Roland’s voice trailed off and he stiffened
 .

Sairis raised his head. Roland was looking at Candice. A fog had risen from the ground around her. As they watched, it started to ripple, at first like heat, then like the eddies in a pool.

Next moment, the leopard erupted from the ground. He looked wet and appeared to be shaking water from his whiskers. But instead of moisture, sand flew in every direction. He was gripping something in his mouth—something that flashed and wriggled like a silver fish. He dropped it on top of Candice, where it seemed to melt over her ashen skin.

The earth settled as though it had never moved, and everything went still. The leopard stared intently at the silent girl.

Then Candice drew a breath that was half scream and sat up. “Oh gods, oh gods, oh gods...” She looked around wildly, turned over, vomited, backed up on her hands and knees, and ended clutching the leopard around the neck. She was breathing as though she’d run a race. The gray-blue of her skin flushed pink as her body struggled to catch up.

“I was dead. Oh gods, I was dead.”

“You were,” agreed Mal placidly.

“You came after me.”

“I did.”

“You are such a very good demon.”

“I’m not, though. I’m terribly naughty.”

Candice screwed her eyes shut, panting and stroking his fur. “Good demon.”

Mal looked over her head at the others with a smug expression. “I don’t know about good. But I’m pretty useful sometimes.”



Chapter 31. Mosshaven


Roland announced that they would sleep for three hours. He was determined to be on the road again by first light. They were entirely out of food, as well as forage for the horses, and time was running out for any chance of a rendezvous with Daphne’s army.

Sairis forced himself not to think about how dreadful he would feel after only three hours of sleep. He felt dreadful enough as it was. I am certainly not cut out to be a soldier.


As they threw down pallets inside Marsden’s now comfortably secure illusion, Sairis outlined what he’d seen in the sword—both the mechanism of the tower and his conclusions about how Hastafel had been using it. “Hastafel has splintered himself again and again. I’m sure he thinks he’s cutting away the weak parts, but really he’s removing everything that Wrath can’t use. The wolf is honing him into its perfect vessel. The first iteration is the most complete—the boy he was when his village burned. But ghosts who are that self-aware can be dangerous. Hastafel learned to shave off smaller pieces. The ghosts who came later don’t understand what they are.”

Marsden shook his head. “Well, he’s stretched too thin. It’s unfortunate we can’t just wait for him to burn himself out.”

“I’m afraid we’ll all be dead by then,” said Roland dryly
 .

“And he’ll be completely possessed by a demon,” added Sairis. “Which will not be better.”

Candice was keeping very quiet. She’d taken the blanket Marsden offered her and curled up beside the embers of the fire with the leopard at her feet. Sairis wanted to ask her again about the nature of Mal’s summoning. He was also very curious about what the young Hastafel had told her. However, he decided it could keep until morning. They both needed a few hours of precious sleep.

Sairis crawled into the blankets beside Roland, both of them still fully dressed in case of more trouble. Sairis let himself be folded in strong arms and listened to the thump, thump, thump
 of Roland’s heart. Just as Sairis was drifting off to sleep, he heard Roland murmur, “I saw you...the way ghosts see you.”

Sairis blinked heavy eyelids. “Was I extremely terrifying?”

Roland’s fingers wandered into his hair. “You were the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”

Oh.

Sairis wished he were more awake. He wished there was enough light to see Roland’s face. He didn’t sound like he was telling a joke.

“Well, you
 were terrifying,” muttered Sairis, “because I couldn’t tell whether you were going to come to me for a moment. What’s your middle name, anyway? Is it a secret?”

Roland laughed. “Bertram. It’s not a secret. Unfortunately.”

Sairis was almost asleep again when Roland said, “If Hastafel made the sword into a focus by putting a memory into it...what did you put into your glasses?
 ”

Sairis came fully awake. He lay there in the dark, hoping Roland had drifted off, but then Roland’s thumb made a gentle circle on Sairis’s cheek, waiting for an answer.

Sairis leaned up and whispered in his ear, “My name. Now please go to sleep.”

*  *  *  *

Roland woke to birdsong. He sat up, feeling confused and sluggish. The air was bitterly cold, but bright shafts of sunlight dappled the forest floor around him. His whole being urged him to burrow back into the warm blankets where Sairis was still breathing softly. Sleep, until...

“Oh, no!” Roland leapt up, cursing and baffled. It had been years since his internal clock had failed him. The time must be close to ten. How could I have slept so late?


The answer, as it turned out, was magic. Marsden identified the sleep charm immediately when he woke, and Sairis confirmed his finding. Candice and the demon were gone. They’d taken some blankets and a canteen.

“I should have seen this coming,” grumbled Marsden. “I should have bound her last night, collared her, even. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“She talked to Hastafel’s ghost for quite a while before I found them,” said Sairis miserably. “The boy, I mean, the one her own age. I wonder if he if he turned her to his cause somehow.”

“She was alone with him?!” exploded Marsden. “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?”

“There were a few other things on my mind!” shot Sairis
 .

“That was probably the demon’s entire purpose,” muttered Marsden, “to ensnare her into a meeting with his master.”

Roland felt sick. In spite of the sleeping charm, he couldn’t help feeling that he’d failed everyone, including Daphne.

“I assume she took the sword?” asked Sairis.

“No,” said Marsden. “I had it well-cloaked; she probably couldn’t find it.”

The brilliant sunlight revealed five charred bodies in the pyre that Marsden had created. Four of them looked like animals. The fifth was the magician. “There won’t be anything left of the vampire,” said Marsden. “They burn like parchment paper.”

Roland stared at the blackened corpses for longer than he knew he should have. They were monsters. They’d tried to kill him. “How many friends did you lose this year?”


“Did they suffer?” he heard himself ask.

Marsden gave him an odd look. “Sairis pulled them across the River. I doubt they suffered at all.”

“Marsden only burned their bodies,” said Sairis quietly. “They were already dead.”

Roland nodded. “What sort of...of magician was Caseous?”

“Skin-walker, I think,” said Marsden. “A human who is skilled at possession. He tried it on me, but my wards absorbed the attack. I’ll admit, I was worried for a moment. I think he had put a glamour on them all or else I would have seen their natures at once. Roland, these creatures wanted to murder us.”

“Would it have mattered if they hadn’t?” asked Sairis.

“Of course it would!” snapped Marsden
 .

“You kill werewolves and vampires on sight.”

“Because they eat people, Sairis. Have you spoken with any of them? They do not regard human beings as the same species as themselves.”

“The vampire,” interrupted Roland, “Alistair. He said he wanted to turn me so that...so that my family would learn sympathy.”

“Seems reasonable,” said Sairis.

“It seems monstrous!” exploded Marsden.

“Have you tried your inhibitors on werewolves or vampires?” asked Sairis. “Or only on people like me?”

Marsden threw up his hands. “We have been more focused on finding solutions for people who do not dine on human beings and who still consider themselves part of the human race. If we figure out how to make aberrant powers safe, we can move on to monsters.”

“See, there’s your problem,” scoffed Sairis. “‘Safe.’ No powerful person will ever be ‘safe,’ Marsden. But werewolves and vampires and sorcerers are part of the new magic. We will exist whether you like it or not. We will keep spirit-walking and summoning and shifting whether you think it’s proper or not. If we all talk to each other, perhaps we will learn to practice more safely. And,” he added after a moment’s consideration, “humanely.”

Marsden shook his head. “This is the sort of magic that devours its practitioners.”

“I disagree! And I think you focus too much on abuses of power and not enough on its usefulness. New magic could bring 
 water for drought-ridden farms. Werewolves and vampires could protect the border—”

“Are you seriously suggesting that we let vampires and werewolves eat our enemies, who are also human beings?”

“No. Give me a little credit.”

“Then how would you feed them?”

Sairis rolled his eyes. “That’s where your research comes in. But I’m certain of one thing: magic is the solution to the problems facing Mistala. It’s the problem and
 the solution, and you can’t stop it.”

Roland was impressed. Sairis and Marsden were disagreeing, but they were also looking each other in the eyes and speaking like peers, rather than adversaries. He hated to interrupt them, but... “We have to go.”

So they filled their empty bellies with cold water and pressed on towards Mosshaven. Roland pushed the horses hard, even galloping when the ground allowed, asking for everything Cato could give and hoping that Marsden’s animal could keep up. Sairis hung on tightly behind him. They were all hungry, and nobody talked.

Sunset was still an hour off when the land changed noticeably. Now they were riding among saw-toothed mountains as the road switchbacked higher, into the range created by the Sundering. The air grew cold. A dusting of snow covered the trail.

At last, the Ridge Road met a broader road from the north. They passed their first fellow traveler—a woman wearing a pack and walking with her head down. Roland called to her, “Excuse me! Do you know whether the army of Mistala has passed into 
 the mountains? They would have marched beneath Mosshaven. Have you seen them?”

The woman looked up at him with a quick, fearful glance and shook her head. Before he could say anything else, she veered off the road and vanished into the trees.

“You scared her, Roland,” said Sairis.

Roland sighed. “The woods are full of bandits and deserters. And vampires and werewolves, apparently. With the war eating up all the good troops, there isn’t much left for peacekeeping.”

Soon afterwards, they met two boys with a pack of dogs. This pair was more talkative. Yes, they’d seen soldiers in the last few days. There was an army in the pass. There was an army in front of the pass. There were several armies.

Roland became frustrated. “Yes, but are they still here or have they gone into the mountains?”

One boy said they were here. The other insisted they’d gone. Roland nudged Cato on down the increasingly broad and well-maintained road. It was full dark when they stopped, dusty and hollow with hunger, before the gates of Mosshaven. A pair of suspicious old men greeted them from behind a barred door. Roland described himself as a Mistalan officer, hoping that he would not need to reveal his full identity. The guards were unimpressed. It was their firm policy not to open the gates at night. Their policy was altered by a silver coin, however, and the three travelers passed into the cozy, well-lit streets.

“Someone must
 know about the army,” grumbled Roland. “I wonder whether I should wake the mayor. It’s ridiculous 
 that nobody seems to have noticed a bloody great army passing through the valley below them!”

“I think the army is still there.” Roland turned to see Marsden standing in his stirrups, staring towards the village square at the end of the road. Mosshaven had an overlook on one side of its square. The place was picturesque by day, but the few scattered hamlets in the valley did not light their streets at night, and so the overlook usually showed nothing in the evening.

Now, however, Roland glimpsed pinpricks of light beyond the town square. He kicked his horse and they cantered over the icy cobbles. As he approached, he caught more and more points of light beyond the trees. As they passed the last house, the full view of the valley lit up below them, blanketed in tiny, distant flames.

Campfires.

The knot that had formed in Roland’s stomach that morning loosened. I’m not too late.
 He could hardly believe it. He leaned forward across Cato’s neck, weak with relief. I can talk to Daphne about Uncle Winthrop. I can explain everything about Sairis with Marsden to back me up. We can go into battle knowing who to trust.


Marsden’s horse caught up with Cato and they all sat staring. “Well,” said Marsden at last, “that looks like an army settled in for the night. Are we going straight down to meet them?”

Roland felt Sairis go rigid in the saddle behind him. He was suddenly conscious of how the outside world would see their party. A fugitive necromancer who’d escaped after wreaking 
 havoc on Mistalan troops, and the valiant prince and court magician who’d captured him and brought him back.


I didn’t,
 objected Roland to himself. Did I?


He wondered what Sairis was thinking. He used up a lot of his magic to save us. He probably doesn’t have many fireballs left in him at the moment.


Marsden was watching Roland. He was watching Sairis, too.

Roland wheeled Cato back towards town. “We seem to have arrived in Mosshaven with time to spare. I suspect tomorrow will be difficult. Best to face it with full stomachs, clean clothes, and a good night’s sleep.” He gave Cato’s neck an affectionate pat and added, “Also, well-fed horses.”

Marsden trotted beside him. “I can see the wisdom in that. However, delays could cost us if the situation is other than it appears.”

“I think the risk is small,” said Roland. “Whatever Uncle Winthrop has told Daphne, I can countermand it. She won’t take his side over mine. The most important thing is that they have not yet marched into the pass.”

“I agree,” said Marsden, “but—”

“It’s likely we will face a tricky situation tomorrow,” continued Roland. “We may have to argue our case against determined opposition, and it will not do to arrive looking like vagabonds.” I will not make Sairis face my uncle again in rags, Marsden.


Marsden took a hard look at him, then nodded. “Where do you intend to stay?”

“The Satin Stone. It’s about two blocks away.
 ”

Marsden smiled. “I know the place.”

“Do you have enough coin?”

“I do. I’ll ask the grooms to have my horse saddled in the courtyard an hour before dawn and plan to meet you there. Does that sound acceptable?”

“Yes.” Roland was relieved that Marsden wasn’t going to argue with him. He was even starting to feel a little giddy. We got here in time.
 In fact, it was still early in the evening. Plenty of time!


Sairis spoke at last. “Roland?” His voice held an edge of uncertainty. Roland had no doubt that he’d been contemplating his reunion with Winthrop Malconwy and the army of Mistala.

First things first.

“We are going to eat now,” said Roland firmly. “It will be alright. Trust me.”



Chapter 32. Back Where We Started


I said I was going home. And here I am, almost back where I started.

Sairis felt as though he were waking from a dream. In the forest, it had felt as though he were on the same side as Roland 
 and Marsden. And, to a lesser extent, even Candice and Mal. They were all working together towards something. Did I forget where we were all headed afterward?


Riding through the mountains, it hadn’t seemed important that Sairis couldn’t see around Roland’s shoulders, that he had no ability to direct his course. He’d forgotten that his shoes didn’t fit, that he had no supplies of his own, no transportation, no way to run. He’d used up his magic without a thought yesterday to save people who felt like friends.

Now, Sairis wondered whether it would feel any different to be riding into Mosshaven across the back of Roland’s saddle, trussed up like an outlaw, captured by a knight. Which is what we actually are.


They’d arrived at a stone arch with beautifully carved lanterns to either side, lit with oil. Sairis caught the tantalizing odor of food. Beyond the arch lay a small but inviting courtyard with a frozen pond and more softly glowing lanterns. Roland got down from Cato, looped the reins over a porch rail, and said, “I’ll only be a moment.” He went inside.

Sairis was glad he had not been asked to face strangers. He wondered whether Roland already knew him that well or whether he was just doing what was expedient. The main building was long and obviously included a restaurant. The windows were clouded glass, rippled like water, and honey-gold with light. Human silhouettes moved beyond them. Sairis could hear people talking and laughing, the tinkle of cutlery. The smell of food made him dizzy. A part of him wanted to run inside at once and eat the first thing he could lay his hands on
 .

Another part of him was desperately curious about the jumble of softly lit buildings beyond the restaurant. They were set into the side of a hill among wooden paths and stairways, dotted with lanterns. Steam rose, curling among their walls, making everything gauzy, indistinct, and, Sairis had to admit, incredibly romantic.


This is my chance to run.
 He could take a bedroll and a canteen just as Candice had done. He thought he had just enough magic for a cloaking charm. Perhaps he could steal some food, a good pair of shoes, even. Do you really think you’d get far with Marsden tracking you?



I might,
 he argued with himself. If there’s a battle in the mountains tomorrow, my magic will spike. Even at this distance, that much death should give me an advantage. I might get away. And surely I have to risk it no matter how poor the odds. This might be my only chance to escape a mage collar or worse.


Snow began to fall. Sairis tucked his gloveless hands into his sleeves and curled over in the saddle. Or I might freeze to death tonight in the mountains. And even if I didn’t...even if I made it all the way back to my tower...I might spend the next eighty years...wondering...


*  *  *  *

Roland realized halfway through his conversation with the inn’s proprietor that he might have made a mistake. As he emerged into the courtyard, he was relieved to see Sairis still in the saddle, shoulders drooping, snow frosting his dark hair. Don’t run yet, Sair
 .


Roland helped him out of the saddle, and they were joined by the inn’s groom, who took Cato away for the finest horse massage money could buy, a bag of oats, and all the hay he could eat. Sairis looked back in confusion as Roland led him after the attendant in the opposite direction. “Don’t you need your gear?”

“They’ll deliver it,” said Roland. “They’ll clean all the tack, too. The best thing about money is that it saves you a lot of time when you’re in a hurry.”

Sairis glanced up at him. “Are we in a hurry?”

Roland smiled. “I would be if I had to clean all that tack. I wanted time for something else this evening.”

They were walking through steam now. It rolled off the hot springs most times of year in the mountains, but especially in winter. The air grew moist and a little warmer. Roland tilted his face up just to feel the snow melt against his cheeks. Their attendant took a flight of steps into a sunken entrance and unlocked a door. Inside, they found a cozy sitting room with a fireplace, a sofa, table and chairs.

A door beyond led to the bedroom. Tapestries with scenes of a fall bear hunt lined the walls, the leaves picked out in brilliant orange and gold. Stone artwork of swimming fish hung over the mantel, painted in the same colors.

Their attendant—a dark-haired woman in a fur-lined cape, said, “Food will arrive in a moment, and your bags will be brought up by the page. Our staff will also be here to take the measurements you requested. In the meantime, there’s wine and water in the cupboard beside the fireplace, along with bread, nuts, and cheese. Refresh yourselves and let us serve you.
 ”

“Thank you,” said Roland.

The moment she was out the door, Sairis crossed the room like a hound scenting blood and located the bread and cheese.

“There’s more food coming,” objected Roland.

“And I will eat that, too,” said Sairis around a thick slice of bread. “You have no idea how much energy it takes to call the River.”

Roland grinned. He watched Sairis eat and felt the beginnings of true contentment. A moment later two tailors arrived. Roland went into the bedroom with his man so that everyone would have plenty of space to work. He spent the next ten minutes answering detailed personal questions about his preferences in clothing and having a tape measure applied to every part of his body.

When the tailor had finished, Roland put himself back together and returned to the main room to find Sairis there alone. He was staring out the window at the blur of lights among the other private suites. The snow hit the pane of glass and slid down in mesmerizing tracks as it melted. Sairis was still wearing the rumpled soldier’s shirt Marsden had brought him. The sleeves were too long. They swallowed his hands. He stood there hugging himself, watching the snow. “You ordered me clothes,” he said without turning.

“I did,” said Roland. “They won’t be as nice as if we had a few days to wait on them, but they will at least fit.”

Sairis laughed. He had a catch in his voice. He looked down. “They measured my feet, too.
 ”

“That’s because I ordered you shoes.” Roland crossed the room to stand beside him. “Shoes that fit and won’t give you blisters.”

Sairis looked up at him, his glasses magnifying his dark eyes.

“You are not my prisoner,” whispered Roland.

Sairis swallowed. “Is that what you think?”

Roland took him by the shoulders. “I sent them to find you a horse.”

Sairis burst out laughing.

“The gentlest gelding in town,” persisted Roland.

Sairis grew quiet again.

“Food,” said Roland, “clothes, shoes, transportation, all the money I have left, which granted isn’t much—”

“Roland...” Sairis shut his eyes. There was something like defeat in his voice. “You might as well have me tied across your saddle.”

“No,” whispered Roland.

“You might as well have a collar around my neck.”

“Sair!”

“What I’m trying to say—”

At that moment the food arrived and Sairis forgot what he was trying to say. There were four courses, and he was right. The bread and cheese did not slow him down in the slightest.

–––––––
 –

Thank you for reading The Knight and the Necromancer!

The story concludes in Book 3: The Sea

Sairis has known all his life that knights are not his friends...until the last few weeks, when he somehow forgot, and tumbled into bed with one. He told Roland to leave, hurt him badly, used as many cruel words as possible. And yet Roland stubbornly refuses to leave Sairis alone, half-naked and friendless in the wilderness.

After a surreal week of shared secrets beneath the stars, they’re about to rejoin Mistala’s army as it prepares for a desperate battle with a deadly sorcerer. Sairis’s help might make the difference, but he is deeply conflicted, afraid of being trapped and stripped of his magic by Mistala’s unfriendly magicians. He’s not sure whether he’s the prince’s lover or his prize. He feels like an outlaw, trussed up across Roland’s saddle. If he could just leave them all their deaths, things would be so much easier.


Start reading...
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