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Chronological Note: The events in this section immediately follow the end of “Unhappy Reunions” and precede the epilogue of The Golden Key by a few days.

1

“Where are you going?” Taro demanded as Abner turned the mule onto a cobbled side road. “This isn’t the road to Hellsbreath.”

When Abner didn’t answer, Taro turned to look at the young man’s blurry form. The boy was huddled in his cloak, but he wasn’t slumped over like he had been before he had told the boy about his conversation with Weji. Somehow, the nonsense the old sage had spouted had brought comfort to the boy, and he had come to accept the uncertainty of the situation.

“Well?” Taro harshly grumbled.

“We are going to see Ilyat,” he said, as if that explained everything.

“Who—”

“She lives in a hut not far from the road,” Abner said. “She is expecting you.”

“Expecting—” Taro began, then fell silent as the word registered. Abner had said it the same way he had told him that the bandits were coming: with an innocent certainty that could not be denied.

He turned forward to stare at the vague landscape before them: Snow-capped mountains. Cloud-drenched sky. Trees everywhere. He sucked in a deep, frozen breath, exhaled it, and asked, “Why is she expecting us?”

“You will see,” Abner said, a soft, secret, knowing smile on his lips.

Taro had seen that smile before, and he knew it would be pointless to pursue the issue. Abner had told him all he would tell him, and he would have to wait for Ilyat to tell him the rest. So, he asked, “How long will it take to get to her hut?”

“We will be there soon,” Abner said, “and stay through the storm.”

Storm? Taro thought, huddling deeper into his cloak and adjusting the blankets covering his bum leg.

We should have turned back, Taro half-heartedly thought as the chill bit deeper into his knee and the ever-present ache threatened to become a raging fire burning through his joint—and they hadn’t even reached the heart of winter yet. How much worse will it get?

Abner chuckled wistfully, as if he was enjoying a private joke.

Taro glared at him and rubbed his knee. It would be so easy to turn back, to turn away from the future he had seen, to abandon this fool’s journey through the mountains in the midst of winter. What good would it accomplish, anyway? He wouldn’t reach Angus in time to warn him. The future he had seen was inevitable, and the world would be engulfed in flame.

And yet—

Weji said I am shaping the future, he thought, even if I can’t change the inevitable. But how?

Abner laughed lightly. “Do you not see it, Master Taro?”

“See what?” Taro angrily demanded. “And stay out of my head!”

“Wherever we have gone, Master Taro,” Abner respectfully, deferentially said, “ripples of change radiate outward from you. Nothing is as it was before you left the shrine.” He paused and finished, “You will see.”

“Hmph,” Taro scoffed, crossing his arms and leaning back as far as his bum leg would let him. He closed his eyes, let the memories of the past few months wash over him, and dozed until a vicious jolt sent a jagged shard of pain through his knee. He screamed, jerked forward, and grabbed at his leg to try to stabilize it.

“I am sorry, Master Taro,” Abner dolefully said. “This path was not made for carts.”

Tears rolled from Taro’s eyes as the slow-moving cart rocked on its axels, shifting wildly from side to side as the wheels rolled over rocks and branches, through dips, and—

“The pain will end soon,” Abner softly promised.

A few minutes later, Abner reined in the mule and the cart slowly settled into the ruts.

“Let me see,” a raspy feminine voice broke through the searing pain raging through Taro’s mind. It had a soothing effect, like that of a mother consoling a child, and Taro despised it. He was no child, and—

Gentle fingers probed his bum knee, and after a sudden burst of renewed agony, the pain began to subside.

“Tsk,” the old woman clucked as the bony fingers massaged away the pain and the rigidity in the joint softened a bit. He still couldn’t bend it, but—

“This should have been mended long ago,” the old woman declared as her fingers retreated from him. Then, in an imperious tone, she ordered, “Bring him in, boy.”

“Yes, Mistress Ilyat,” Abner answered, retrieving the wooden steps from the back of the cart and positioning them on the ground beside Taro.

“Now, see here—” Taro began.

“This is why we have come, Master Taro,” Abner said.

Taro crossed his arms and refused to let Abner help him down from the cart. He was about to protest when the old woman looked over her shoulder and asked, “Do you not remember me, Master Taro?”

Taro scowled at the vague shape of the old woman, but her features were lost to him. Her voice was no different than hundreds of old hags. Her name was unfamiliar to him. And yet, her fingers—

The image of a robust, youthful woman suddenly erupted in his mind. She had been on—

“The Prophet’s Folly,” he said. “You were the healer.”

She chuckled as she turned away and shuffled into her hut.

“Master Taro?” Abner prompted, holding out his arms to assist him.

I forgot her name, he thought as he reached for his bum leg and lifted it off the sling. It was so long ago.

A thin, slick layer of snow covered the ground, making the short walk to the hut a treacherous one. So, he leaned on both his staff and Abner for support and took small, shuffling steps, scooting his feet forward a few inches through the snow without lifting them above it.

A concoction of noxious odors assailed him as he entered the little hut, most of which were coming from a pot boiling over a fire.

“It will be ready soon,” Ilyat said. “Take off your breeches and lie down.”

“Take off—” Taro began.

“Don’t argue,” Ilyat calmly said. “The healing balm must be applied to the skin.”

“Healing balm?”

“No questions,” Ilyat interrupted. “Our destinies have been entwined since that fateful day when the ship burned. You saw what you saw, and it led you here. I saw what I saw, and it led me here. It was inevitable that we would be reunited in this way.”

“You saw a vision?” Taro asked in surprise. “But I thought—”

“That you were the only one?” Ilyat said. “Most of us had visions, but few of us discussed them. Some denied what they saw and faced the consequences.”

“Stop that!” Taro snapped, pushing Abner’s hands away. “I’ll undress myself!”

His fingers ached as he fumbled at the ties, but he eventually managed to untangle them. The warmth of the room was refreshing against his bare skin, and he reveled in it while he hobbled to the cot she had indicated and carefully sat down. His bum leg jutted stiffly out, and he twisted on the cot until he could lift the cumbersome limb onto it.

Abner hastily set the stool down next to his knee, but the boy didn’t sit down on it. Instead, he backed away.

“Do not fret,” Ilyat said, ladling a gooey paste out of the pot and onto a wooden platter. “This balm will help ease your discomfort until—” Her voice softened, and he struggled to hear it. “—the time comes.”

“The time for what?” Taro asked.

“Healing,” Ilyat crisply answered.

“Healing what?” Taro reluctantly asked.

“You,” Ilyat answered. “It is why we are both here.”

“Oh?” Taro hesitantly prompted. “You have a cure for old age?”

“No,” Ilyat answered, “but I can ease its impact.”

Taro’s eyes narrowed on her, but he wasn’t seeing her; he was seeing who she had been: The young healer on her first voyage who had tended to the cuts and bruises and scrapes and—

The image of the young woman crumpled up, and its back bent like an inverted fishhook. A white film glazed over her lovely brown eyes, concealing their beauty. She dragged her stiffened leg behind her as she approached with the tray.

“No,” he adamantly refused. “I won’t let you do it.”

“It is our destiny,” Ilyat said, sitting down on the stool and resting the platter on her knees. Her clear, kind brown eyes were untroubled, despite the deep resignation flowing from them. “I have accepted it.”

She knows the cost, he thought, and she is willing to pay it.

He clenched his jaws together and glared at her. “I will not let you do it,” he said. “I am accustomed to my infirmities. You are not.”

She shook her head and turned her attention to the platter of balm. “It is our destiny,” she softly repeated, scooping up a palmful of goo and dropping it on his knee. It was hot, like molten beeswax, and spread easily as a thick paste. The familiar pain subsided as she rubbed it around his knee and lower thigh and upper shin, and it gradually went away completely as she kneaded it deeper into his flesh. As she worked, little beads of sweat formed on her brow, and her lips pressed together to corral the little gasps threatening to escape from them. By the time her hands eased to a stop, tears were flowing down her cheeks.

Abner appeared beside her without a word and held out his arm to help her to her feet. She winced as she put weight on her leg, then leaned heavily on Abner for support as she limped back to her workbench.

Taro reached down to lift his bum knee from the cot, but as he did so, the knee bent easily. He blinked, stared for a few moments, then tentatively flexed it. It moved easily—and without pain. The stiffness was gone. The pain was gone. The fused joint—

He stood up easily, like he had ten years ago, and walked unaided up to Ilyat.

“You should not have done that,” he said. “I—”

Taro screamed, jerked forward, and grabbed at his leg to try to stabilize it.

“I am sorry, Master Taro,” Abner dolefully said. “This path was not made for carts.”

What? Taro thought as the tears rolled from his eyes. The slow-moving cart rocked on its axels, shifting wildly from side to side as the wheels rolled over rocks and branches, through dips, and—

“The pain will end soon,” Abner softly promised.

A vision, Taro suddenly realized through the torrent of pain raging through his knee. She hasn’t done it yet!

“Stop the cart!” he harshly ordered.

“We are almost to Ilyat’s hut,” Abner said, making no move to restrain the plodding mule.

“Stop!” Taro shouted, letting the anguish flow through the words. When Abner kept going, he reached over and grabbed the reins from him. “I will not let her do it!”

“If she heals you,” Abner protested, “we will travel much faster.”

“I don’t care!” Taro shouted, clutching at the reins as the agony of his knee nearly overwhelmed him. Feel this! he demanded, instinctively reaching out with his mind to touch Abner’s and sharing the waves of pain with him.

Abner cringed from him, and Taro grabbed the boy’s forearm like a snapping turtle latching onto its prey.

Feel it! Taro relentlessly demanded, forcing his way through the barriers Abner tried to create. Feel it!

Abner’s eyes were wide, and he cringed and whimpered like the little boy Taro had forgotten he was. He squirmed away from Taro as far as he could manage in the confined space of the cart, and shuddered uncontrollably. Tears flowed from his eyes.

Taro relented. He released Abner’s arm and brought the pain back to himself. Then he turned his attention to the mule. He couldn’t see the path they were following, couldn’t sense it, but—

“Why?” Abner wailed.

Taro gave up on trying to turn the cart around and let his hands fall on his lap. “You needed to understand,” he said. “If we go to Ilyat, that is what we will give her.” He turned to Abner and asked, “Is that what you wish to do?”

Abner stared at him.

“But it is the only way to reach Hellsbreath in time,” Abner whimpered.

“Weji told me that some visions show us what the future will be,” Taro said, “and it is inevitable that it will happen. Others show us only possibilities, and the future we see can be changed by the choices we make.”

Abner slowly nodded.

“We can continue to Ilyat’s hut,” Taro said, “and she can heal me. In doing so, the pain I endure will become hers. Or, we can turn around, and my pains will remain my own. She believes it is our destiny, and she has accepted it. But is it? Is the future she saw inevitable?” He held out the reins. “Or can it be changed?”

Abner stared at him through the tears congealing on his cheeks and said nothing.

Taro turned away and softly, gruffly added, “When I meet Hobart on the road north of Hellsbreath, I am not healed, Abner. What will happen if I am?”

Several seconds passed before Abner tentatively reached out for the reins. “Something different,” he answered, urging the mule slowly, easily forward.

“Yes,” Taro agreed, wincing as a fresh wave of pain flowed through his knee. “But will it be better?”
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Tears ran down Grayle’s cheeks as she backed out of the dusty, cobwebbed tunnel yet again. It was no use. She just couldn’t get very far before the grime drove her crazy. The tunnel had to be cleaned, and she didn’t have anything but dirty rags she couldn’t touch.

Damn Argyle and his disgusting habits! she thought, trying to ignore the hideously familiar stench of Argyle’s chamber.

She tried closing her eyes so she couldn’t see the tunnel, but that didn’t work either. With each step she took up the stairs, she imagined the cobwebs were reaching out for her and the dust was sidling up against her bare skin, and each time a cobweb brushed up against her, she cringed. She got further with her eyes open—but only by a few steps.

“Why didn’t you keep it clean!” she screamed up the dingy stairwell. “I’m trapped!”

She thought about leaving through one of Argyle’s exit tunnels but rejected the idea. None of her guards knew who she was, and they would probably kill her on sight when she stepped out of Argyle’s chamber. Or worse. That’s what she would do if she were them, considering what had just happened.

Poor Pug, she sobbed. Why did Sardach have to kill you?

A burst of anger burned through her tears. Damn you Sardach! she fiercely thought. Why did you leave me? 

She clenched her fingers into fists. “It’s his fault!” she snarled. “He’ll pay for it! I’ll make sure of it!”

She gasped as a sudden, intense pain erupted in her chest and nearly strangled her.

What? she thought as she fell to her knees and tried to breathe.

And then the pain ended as abruptly as it had begun, and she sagged to the stone floor gasping in grit. She pushed herself up and spat out a clump of something she didn’t want to look at.

“He did this to me,” she sputtered, focusing her anger on Typhus. “I’ll—”

Before she could finish formulating the threat, the agony in her chest returned. She collapsed and tried to suck in air. The need to breathe was all-consuming, driving away her thoughts of revenge. But, as it eased, the rage returned and—

I’ll make them pay!

The pain was worse this time, and when it passed, she lay still for a long time, wondering what was happening. And then, as if it had been waiting for her attention, the answer resonated through her mind: The Binding.

Her mouth sagged open as the words of their agreement came back to her: You and your minions will seek no vengeance upon me or those associated with me, Angus had demanded. The matter will be ended, and I will be free to leave and go about my business without interference from you or those associated with you.

The realization of her impotence enraged her further, and images of Iscara’s handiwork filled her mind—but only for the moment it took for the Binding to reassert itself. It took a long time for the agony in her chest to pass.

“I can’t do anything to them,” she whimpered through the tears flowing down her cheeks. “The Binding won’t let me.”

3

Grand Master Thom gasped as the whirlwind of images settled on the entry chamber of The Vault and he released the spell. As the room congealed around him, he regurgitated a mouthful of the potion that was supposed to prevent the nausea and disorientation and clenched his jaws to prevent it from spewing from his mouth.

I didn’t wait long enough, he realized, clamping his eyes shut and forcing himself to swallow.

Something jabbed him with a sharp talon, and he viciously swung his arm to bat the foul little creature away from him.

“Leave me be, Twit,” he snapped, opening his eyes a slit to glare at the wavery creature. “You know who I am.”

“Are you dying?” the impertinent guardian hopefully squealed.

The world around him had stopped spinning, and the grand master took a deep, steadying breath. When nothing threatened to erupt from his stomach, he rose unsteadily to his feet and shambled to the main entrance. He braced himself, went through the process of opening it, and stepped into The Vault.

“I cannot answer that,” Voltari said, a sharp edge in his normally calm, cold, dispassionate voice.

He’s worried, Grand Master Thom thought, bristling as he strode toward the massive table in the center of the chamber. At the far end, Grand Master Frederick thrust a boyish finger at Voltari and demanded, “What did you do?”

The other grand masters were standing nearby, watching the confrontation with intense interest, but there was no sign of Dagremon.

“I cannot answer that,” Voltari defensively repeated. He stood rigidly, staring down at Fred with his lips stretched taut and his fingernails digging into his palms. “If I could,” he hissed, “I would.”

As Grand Master Thom strode toward them, Grand Master Frederick turned to him and said, “Giorge succeeded, Thom. The gem has been restored.” He turned to glare at Voltari and added, “Because of him.”

“You are also at fault,” Voltari coldly countered. “You should have told me what the curse was preventing.”

“We could not,” Grand Master Thom said, surprised that the Binding allowed him to do even that much.

“Enough,” Grand Master Lucinda said. “What’s done is done. We need to prepare for the consequences.”

Grand Master Frederick glared at Voltari and nodded sharply.

“You know him, Voltari,” Grand Master Thom said. “What do you recommend?”

“Surrender,” Voltari answered.

“What?” Grand Master Frederick gasped. “We can’t do that!”

Voltari nodded. “Nor should you,” he said. “Symptata is mad, and his rule would bring chaos for centuries.”

“Then,” Grand Master Orlando asked, “how do we stop him?”

Voltari looked down at a small collection of artifacts, scrolls, and books he had placed on the table. “The magic you have is not enough,” he said, picking up one of the scrolls. “The nexus network has tamed it. Even with its combined power, it will not be enough to match his.” He tapped the scroll lightly against his palm a few times, then lifted his steel-grey eyes up to meet their gazes. “The nexus network must be dismantled, and its magic freed.”

“You can’t be serious,” Grand Master Frederick said. “The Taming saved us. If it hadn’t been done, the world would have been destroyed.”

Voltari glared down at him. “Don’t you think I know that?” he asked in a chilly tone.

In the brief silence, Grand Master Lucinda said, “We do not know how to dismantle it. Those who created it sacrificed themselves to ensure the knowledge of its construction would be lost.”

“It was not lost,” Voltari said, turning to her. “The knowledge exists in those who forged the network. All you need to do is ask them.”

“Ask them?” Grand Master Frederick scoffed. “How? They have been dead for centuries.”

Voltari turned to him and shook his head. “They are not dead.”

“But they sacrificed themselves,” Grand Master Lucinda said. “We know this.”

“True,” Voltari said, “but they did not die while doing so.”

“Explain,” Grand Master Thom said before anyone else could interject.

“The nexus network is composed of a series of gems that fracture the magical energy of each nexus and redistributes it throughout the network. Doing so weakens and stabilizes it. Have you not wondered how it does this?”

“The facets of the stones—”

“Do nothing,” Voltari interrupted.

“But—”

Voltari held up his hand and continued, “Each school resides above a primary nexus point that connects them together with the others in the nexus network. There are other nexuses that are not a part of that network because they were deemed to be too weak to be a threat. Their energy is localized, and it does not stray far from them.”

“We know this,” Grand Master Orlando said. “The wizard schools were built to protect the most powerful ones and to watch over the others. The gems were created to capture the energy of each nexus, dilute it, and redistribute it throughout the nexus network. As a result, all the major forms of magic run through the network instead of the magic of a nexus being concentrated in one location.”

“Have any of you met Dagholith, the queen of the elves?” Voltari asked, abruptly refocusing the conversation.

“You know we haven’t,” Grand Master Frederick said. “She perished in her battle with Symptata. Dagremon is their queen, now.”

Voltari shook his head as if he was addressing a room full of First Order wizards. “You know so little,” he said, “and believe much that isn’t true. Dagholith lives, and I have talked to her.”

“That was before the accident that brought you here,” Grand Master Thom said.

“It was not an accident,” Voltari softly said. “I was a coward.”

What? Grand Master Thom thought as he narrowed his eyes on the old wizard who sent shivers of fear through so many. It’s not like Voltari to admit to weakness,

“You said—” Grand Master Lucinda began before trailing to silence.

“You have seen the staff Dagremon wields, have you not?” Voltari said. “The orange sapphire embedded in it?”

“Of course,” Grand Master Thom said. “Dagremon is a part of this council.” He frowned as he looked through the chamber. “Why isn’t she here?”

“The orange sapphire in Dagremon’s staff is a nexus stone,” Voltari said, “and Dagholith dwells within it. When needed, she uses Dagremon’s body to act in this world, and that is how I talked to her yesterday.”

“What did you discuss?” Grand Master Frederick prompted.

“Many things,” Voltari said. “However, it is enough for you to know that Dagholith—and Dagremon—know the situation and Dagholith has been preparing for it for centuries. So has Symptata. We cannot rely upon her to help us prevent him from returning, but she is prepared to battle him if he does.”

“What else did she tell you?” Grand Master Thom prompted.

“Symptata created three stones,” Voltari continued. “Each one is a conduit connecting this realm to another one. The magic in that realm is far more potent than any that exists in this realm. Even before The Taming, there was little that could be done against it. Its power corrupted Symptata and drove him mad. It nearly did the same to Dagholith, but her blood is pure. She resisted it—and continues to do so. It was the full power of her stone that shattered Symptata’s stone, but even then, it could not destroy it.”

“What of the third one?” Grand Master Thom asked. “What happened to it?”

“Before Symptata entered his stone,” Voltari said, “he tested the third one. The magic was already beginning to affect him, and he could not trust an apprentice with its power. Instead, he found a man who could neither see nor wield magic and paid him to enter it. As long as his body remained alive, he could come and go as he pleased, but once his body died, he was trapped on the other side. He believed the man to be lost forever, and he took precautions. He created a surrogate to replace his own body if it should perish and compelled it to do his bidding.

“By then, Symptata’s mind had been affected by the magic. The mentor I had known was no more. He had stopped teaching. He had sent the other apprentices away. He had become fixated on the magic of the other realm and the stone that gave him access to it. He began to enter it. At first, it was for brief periods, but they grew longer and longer over time.”

Voltari paused for a few seconds before continuing, “He looked upon me with growing suspicion, and I knew it was only a matter of time before he would turn on me. So, when he sent me to Dagholith with word of his discovery and an invitation to see it, I took advantage of the situation. I did not warn her of the danger, despite my misgivings, because I was young. I was his apprentice. I had seen what the magic of that other realm could do, and I was afraid. I did not return with Dagholith when she went to Symptata’s tower.”

Voltari paused and shook his head. “Dagholith became enamored of the magic, as Symptata knew she would, and he destroyed her body while she was in the other realm. He thought that was the end of it, but Dagholith was too strong. She knew magic better than he did. She was able to summon her daughter to her aid, and she used her daughter’s body to battle Symptata. She trapped him in the other realm as he had done to her. The rest you know: She shattered the stone and scattered the fragments. Symptata, through his surrogate’s heirs, gradually reassembled it. It took centuries, and Giorge has completed the task. Once the two realms are realigned—which is about to happen—Symptata will inhabit his body in the same way that Dagholith inhabits Dagremon’s. However, he will not relinquish his control over it the way Dagholith has with Dagremon’s.”

Voltari lifted a scroll and unrolled it. “We learned much from our battle with Symptata. Before that, we did not know the magic came from another realm and the nexus points were portals to that realm. We did not know how to forge the nexus stones. We did not know those stones could bridge the two realms and allow a wizard to cross through it. We did not know the cost of doing so. That knowledge—and the true dangers it posed—led to the Warlock Wars. There were those who believed they could harness the raw power of a nexus and use it for their purposes. There were those who were frightened by that power and how it could be wielded. They battled each other, and destroyed much of what had been built by man and elf and the other peoples. Much was lost.”

He placed a wand on one end of the scroll and the scroll tube on the other. “The Taming was conceived to prevent it from happening again. We used Symptata’s knowledge to create the nexus stones and thrust them into the nexus points. They served as plugs blocking much of the energy seeping into this realm from the other, but that left us with too little power. We did not want to destroy the nexuses; we wanted to harness and control them. There was only one way for that to happen: A wizard had to sacrifice himself by entering the stone and controlling the flow of magic from the other side.”

Voltari stared at the scroll for a long moment, and his voice softened. “The Warlock Wars were fresh in our minds. We had witnessed the destruction they caused. We knew the price we would have to pay. A number of us volunteered.”

Voltari fell silent, his fingertip absently tracing a pattern on the flattened scroll.

“You were one of them,” Grand Master Thom softly said. “But you couldn’t go through with it.”

Voltari nodded. “There is a nexus that is not a part of the network. It is a powerful one that was used by Hoarmoth. I sealed it, and I was prepared to enter the stone. As I was tying the spell to do so, I thought about what had happened to Symptata. I remembered what he was like before he had tampered with the magic of that other realm, and what he had become. It distracted me. My hands faltered, and I tied the spell wrong. Instead of taking me to the other realm, it flung me forward, to this time.”

“What happened to this other nexus?” Grand Master Thom asked.

“The gem is still in place,” Voltari answered. “Its magic is blocked.”

“So,” Grand Master Frederick said. “You want us to go to the nexus stones, offer someone’s body up for them to use, and talk to the wizards who are in it to find out how to destroy the nexus network so we can use their power to defeat Symptata.”

“That is one option,” Voltari said, “if Symptata succeeds in returning.”

“Dagholith is another?” Grand Master Orlando prompted.

Voltari nodded.

“Now that the curse has failed,” Grand Master Lucinda asked, “how do we prevent him from returning?”

“I see two possibilities,” Voltari said. “The first is to recover the stone and shatter it. The second is to eliminate Symptata’s surrogates.”

“Surrogates?” Grand Master Frederick said. “Surely destroying Giorge will be enough.”

“No,” Voltari said. “You must destroy the entire line. As long as one of them survives, Symptata will be able to return.”

“It’s been centuries,” Grand Master Thom said in dismay. “There could be thousands of them. How would we find them all?”

Voltari didn’t answer.
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What happened down there? King Tyr wondered as he paced a perfect square, absently counting each precisely placed step and pivoting to the left with precision when he finished the sixth one. It was pointless trying to answer it without further information, and yet, he could not help but ask it over and over again while he waited for—

Rascal, he thought, grimacing as the pungent stench of stale beer, vomit, sewage, and sweat fluttered to him. It was such a disgusting mixture of odors that he nearly lost count—and would have if he hadn’t been prepared for it. The approaching rustle of shuffling feet came to a stop just beyond the screen Phillip had put up to conceal Rascal’s repugnant appearance, and a soft, gravelly voice prompted, “Sire?”

King Tyr cringed as the sound dredged up the discordant memory of his first encounter with the man: Filthy rags had dangled from a robust, muscular frame that had weathered the years well. His unkempt beard had been a knotted mess, and the tangle of gray-tinged hair had been matted with grime. An ungainly scar had run up his left cheek and through the eye—which couldn’t close and dripped goo. He had been so asymmetrical that—

If only the man would bathe! he lamented, knowing that it would be counterproductive: Rascal had to smell and look the way he did to get the information King Tyr needed, and even a superficial cleansing would ruin him as an agent. So, King Tyr tolerated it as best he could and took a long bath after each meeting.

“Rascal,” King Tyr said, partly to regain his equilibrium. “There has been an incident.”

“Oh, aye, Sire,” Rascal agreed. “A most unfortunate one at that!”

“Tell me.”

“Well, now, it’s difficult to say for certain on account I wasn’t there, you understand. But a whisper or two has fallen on these old ears. One of his gatekeepers, you know, has a loose tongue when he drinks a bit too much.”

“Never mind that,” King Tyr said. “What happened?”

“Well, there’s a hole down there where there weren’t one before.”

King Tyr frowned and waited for Rascal to continue, but when he didn’t, he snapped, “Spit it out, Rascal, or I’ll scrub you until you bleed.”

Rascal laughed, “Now, Sire, no need to make threats. That’s all I know. There’s a hole down there that weren’t there before. A big hole. One of the gatekeepers said he heard a roaring and the walls shook. His ears are still ringing, the way he tells it. By the time he got in there to see what’s what, there was a big hole and nobody around but Pug, and she was dead.”

Pug’s dead? King Tyr thought in alarm.

“Gruesome thing, that,” Rascal continued in a light-hearted tone. “It was as if she swallowed a caltrop and it exploded inside her. No sign of her master, though. He hasn’t been seen since before the hole that shouldn’t be there appeared.”

Pug’s dead, King Tyr thought, as his steps became more rigid, faster. Argyle’s gone. He turned too sharply and his pace faltered. If that hole—

“It might have something to do with that wizard,” Rascal mused.

King Tyr stopped abruptly and scowled at the screen. “What wizard?”

“Now there’s the funny thing,” Rascal said. “He’s part of one of your banners.”

“A banner wizard?” King Tyr repeated, his neck muscles tightening as a sharp twinge rose up his spine.

“Well, you know how rumors are, Sire,” Rascal hedged. A bit of truth and a lot of fluff. I keep my ears open to them, and sometimes they bang together and make sense to me.”

“What rumors?” King Tyr demanded in a low, intense tone.

“Well, Sire,” Rascal said. “There was this wizard who made a big fuss when he arrived at the gate the other night. He was more than half dead by the sound of it, and he demanded to be healed by Iscara. Called her by name, no less.”

Angus, King Tyr thought as his discomfort grew.

“Funny thing, that, Sire,” Rascal mused. “She tends to all sorts and doesn’t ask questions, but why would he go to her? He could have gone to any of the guard’s healers, and—”

“Get on with it, Rascal,” King Tyr snapped.

“Aye, Sire,” Rascal said in a somewhat mollified and disappointed tone. “Well, Iscara healed this wizard, and then he went to Willowby’s. It’s not exactly a place for a banner man, is it? But he stayed there, and no one saw him leave.” He paused and pointedly repeated, “No one saw him, Sire, and they were watching.”

“So?” King Tyr impatiently prompted, tapping each finger of his left hand against his thigh in quick succession before returning to his thumb.

“Well, Sire,” Rascal continued, “Nobody stays at Willowby’s without a handful of eyes on them, and the hands aren’t far behind. Well, they were watching his room and waiting for him to leave. When the door opened—” There was a rustling of cloth before Rascal continued. “Mind you, Sire, they aren’t the most reliable of men, but I believe them. If they say they were watching, they were watching, and if they say the door opened and no one came out, that’s what happened. Only, they don’t have much imagination.”

In the brief silence, King Tyr prompted, “And you do?”

“Oh, aye, Sire,” Rascal said. “You see, I’ve known wizards who can walk through a crowd unseen, and that’s what I think he did. When that door opened, he walked out of the room and right past them without them noticing. It would be an easy thing for a wizard like him to do, don’t you think? He wouldn’t be in a banner if it wasn’t. They’re picky.”

“Why are you telling me about this wizard?” King Tyr asked, even though he suspected the answer. Only, that answer made no sense.

“Well, Sire,” Rascal said. “There’s a hole in his floor, isn’t there? And this wizard is the one who put the hole in Hellsbreath’s wall. So, maybe he put it there? Or maybe it was Typhus?”

“Typhus?” King Tyr repeated, confused by the sudden turn in Rascal’s report. “He’s dead.”

“Is he, Sire?” Rascal said in surprise. “There are rumors that he’s in Tyrag. I don’t know if they’re true or not, but if he is, he’d have good reason to do him in. And Typhus and Iscara knew each other pretty well before he left, and that’s where the wizard went. So, maybe Typhus hired this wizard to solve his problems for him? Maybe that was why the wizard went to Iscara’s? A banner man wouldn’t be squeamish about doing it, would he? He’d see it as ridding the city of a plague of evil.”

Is it possible? King Tyr wondered, unable to inhale as Rascal’s theory nearly overwhelmed him. Did Angus use that wand on Argyle? Did Fanzool find him? Did Fanzool tell him about—

“What else?” the king harshly demanded as he resumed pacing at a furious rate without consciously counting the steps. If he did—

“Nothing, Sire,” Rascal said. “At least, nothing that can explain the hole that shouldn’t be there but is.”

“All right,” King Tyr said, striding briskly up to the screen. He took out a small pouch and tossed it over the screen. There was a quick movement, a soft jingle of coins, a rustle of cloth, and then silence. He reached out to move the screen aside, and Rascal was gone—but the smell remained. So, he wrinkled up his nose, composed himself as best he could, and strode across the small room to open the door. Phillip was standing quietly outside, waiting for him.

“Sire?”

“Walk with me,” King Tyr said, keeping his voice low as he moved quickly down the corridor. “My bath is ready?”

Phillip nodded at his side, “Of course, Sire. Shall I send for the cleaning wench?”

“Yes,” King Tyr said, striding briskly around a corner, “and Captain Blanchard.”

“At once, Sire,” Phillip said, turning to leave.

“Before you go,” King Tyr said, effectively stopping him in mid-stride. “I want to show you something.”

“Of course, Sire,” Phillip said as he rejoined him.

They walked briskly and in silence through several corridors until the king’s pace slowed and he stopped in front of a painting of a young woman with strawberry blonde curls draped over her shapely shoulders. Her blossoming womanhood whispered out from the girlish figure, and a playful, sinister smile toyed at the edge of her lips. Her gown was a rich purple with powder blue frills, and her hands were held behind her as if she were hiding something from the artist. It was a lovely rendition of Grayle, a memorial to her after she had died—or so everyone believed. He had encouraged that belief, even though he knew she was very much alive, trapped in Argyle’s form. Unless—

“This painting,” King Tyr began, “conceals the door to Grayle’s room.” He paused and reached out to touch the ruddy cheek of the painting. “What did your father tell you about her?”

Phillip looked up and down the empty corridor, then leaned in to whisper, “I know who she is, Sire. And where she is.”

King Tyr nodded. “Good,” he said as he traced the fine line of her jaw and softly said, “Grayle, your king seeks entry.”

The painting shimmered and dissolved under his fingertips, revealing a heavy wooden door. King Tyr lifted the door latch, and the door opened inward. A musty burst of stale air puffed out, and King Tyr lifted his sleeve to cover his nose before gesturing Phillip inside. He followed him, closed the door, and locked it. 

“It’s a simple illusion,” he told Phillip. “Aside from the wizard who spun it and myself, you are the only one who knows the words of entry.”

“I shall guard them with my life,” Phillip said.

“Be sure that you do,” King Tyr said as he led Phillip to the mirror in the center of the far wall. As he reached for the studs to activate the mechanism, he said, “Press the third stud from the top right and the seventh stud down on the left. Then press both of the middle studs at the same time.”

The mirror clicked, and an uncomfortable squawk issued from its hinges as it reluctantly swung outward a few inches. King Tyr reached for the edge of the mirror, pulled it open, and took a quick step backward. The stairwell beyond was inundated with cobwebs, and dust covered the floor.

I can’t go down there, he realized, wiping his fingertips on his thigh—and regretting it when it amplified his driving need to bathe himself.

“This stairwell,” King Tyr said, “goes to Argyle’s private chambers. I want you to go down there and see if he or Grayle is in it. If they are, ask them what happened. Do not go beyond the initial room. The hallways are unsafe.”

“Yes, Sire,” Phillip said, stepping forward.

“Not yet,” King Tyr said. “Fetch Captain Blanchard, first.”

Once they were back in the hallway, King Tyr pulled the door shut and said, “Farewell, Grayle.” The painting coalesced to stand guard once more, and he turned to Phillip. “Stroke her cheek when you say the words of entry, and do not forget to say “Farewell, Grayle” to reactivate the illusion.

“Yes, Sire,” Phillip said. “Is that all?”

King Tyr nodded, and Phillip hurried down the corridor. As he went, King Tyr stared at the painting for several seconds before turning reluctantly away, a single thought raging through his mind: If Angus killed her...

5

Grayle was pacing back and forth across Argyle’s private chamber, trying to convince herself to summon Argyle and have him order his minions to escort her out of the place. It was the sensible thing to do, but after so long being stuck hosting him, she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

Yet.

She glared at the stairwell when she reached the wall and turned around. It wouldn’t bother Argyle at all, she thought in disgust. Why does it bother me?

Her stomach rumbled, but there was no way she would eat the gunk Argyle liked.

She was thirsty, but she would have to leave Argyle’s private chambers to get a drink—unless she wanted to slurp from the tun of grog Argyle kept in his room. But she wasn’t that thirsty.

Yet.

The somewhat stale air was damp and cold, and its chill was seeping into her skin, but she refused to put on the worm-eaten dress she had worn when she had come down to become Argyle for the last time.

It will be the last time! she vowed. I am done with Argyle! Uncle Tyr can find someone else to do it!

Her lips pressed tight as she turned to the wall and glared at the stairwell.

He won’t do it, she thought. He’ll listen to me, but he won’t understand. He’ll say, “Now, Grayle,...”

“Damn him!” she sputtered, only half-meaning it. But the half that meant it was vindictive and ugly.

She looked at the little box and the little gold key sitting in front of it. All she had to do—

She shook her head, sending the long curls rippling across the small of her back. I will not summon Argyle, she told herself. I’ll go up the stairs before I do that.

She turned and strode briskly to the stairwell and climbed a half dozen steps before her resolve fizzled out. She squealed and scampered back to Argyle’s chamber and picked at real and imaginary cobwebs in her hair.

I can’t do it! she thought in horror. Why can’t I?

She looked at the box and cringed. Argyle was so disgusting, and she hated hosting him. The thoughts he had, the things he did, the—

“Stop!” she shouted at herself. “I am not Argyle!”

She blinked.

“I’m not Argyle,” she whispered. “I am Grayle.”

And yet, she had been both of them for so long, it was difficult to remember who she was. His thoughts had flowed through her. His actions had been her actions. His—

“I can’t do it anymore,” she moaned, shivering and scrunching up her breasts between her arms.

“I am not Argyle,” she muttered, looking down at the breasts and feeling the absence of Argyle’s hideous appendage. “I am Grayle.”

“Milady Grayle?” a timid voice said.

Grayle whirled, and her eyes widened. A young man was standing at the base of the stairwell, his eyes deferentially downcast. He seemed familiar, but—

He looks like Felix, Grayle realized. He had a son, didn’t he?

“Who are you?” she demanded, a strong hint of Argyle’s ruthlessness flowing through her voice.

“Forgive me, Milady,” the young man said, dropping to one knee. “I am Phillip, son of Felix and manservant of King Tyr. He sent me down here to find out what happened.”

Phillip! She thought. He was a little boy when I left. Her eyes passed over Phillip. She could see the resemblance, but he had changed much.

Like me, she thought, absently fumbling at one of the breasts she hadn’t had when she had come down to host Argyle.

“Clean the stairwell,” she ordered, “and I will tell him myself.”

“Milady,” Phillip said, rising. “Bring me a dress, first. And some water. And food.”

“At once, Milady,” Phillip said, hurrying back up the stairs.

What happened to Felix? Grayle wondered as she stared after the young man. I liked him.

6

“How is the exercise progressing?” King Tyr asked when Captain Blanchard entered his bathing chamber and averted his eyes.

“As well as could be expected, Sire,” Captain Blanchard answered. “Some of the men from Wyrmwood are dismantling the caravan stops to take them to Middletag, and the rest are on their way to the Borderlands. The men from Hellsbreath have left for Wyrmwood, but it will take them a few more days to get there. The summons have been sent to the veterans, and they should be on their way to Middletag within the next few days.”

“Good,” King Tyr said. “Keep me informed on their progress as they report in.”

“Of course, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said.

King Tyr nodded and lifted his right foot out of the water and rested it on his left knee. As he reached for the little scrub brush with the soft bristles, he said, “I want to speak to the healer who tended to Angus. I believe her name is Iscara?”

“It is, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said.

“Good,” King Tyr said. “Bring her to my private dining chamber. I will speak to her after I have bathed.” As an afterthought, he added, “Have Lucinda prepare her.”

“Shall I have the cook prepare a meal for Iscara, Sire?” Captain Blanchard asked.

“No, Captain,” King Tyr answered. “I wish to have an informal, unofficial conversation with her. If the cook knows I have a guest, she will wonder who it is, and there will be gossip. Use the private entrance and the normal protocols. Be discreet.”

“Of course, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said.

King Tyr nodded and began scrubbing the heel of his right foot, gently swirling the brush around in a tight spiral until it reached the edge, then moved it toward the toes just far enough to begin another, overlapping spiral. “A guardsman accompanied Angus and stayed with him while she healed him,” he prompted.

“Lieutenant Tanagar,” Captain Blanchard offered.

King Tyr nodded. “Have him report to me in the morning. I want to know what he saw.”

“Yes, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said. “Anything else?”

King Tyr considered this as he reached the pad of his foot just before the toes. “Yes,” he answered. “After you bring Iscara, track down Angus and tell him I wish to speak to him again. If he has left the city, send this order to the gatekeepers throughout the kingdom: I have a task for The Banner of the Wounded Hand. If they arrive at their location, they are to report to the commanding officer for orders, and I am to be notified of their arrival without delay.”

“Yes, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said. “Their orders?”

I don’t know, yet, King Tyr thought. It will depend on what happened to Argyle. “I will deliver them personally when the time comes.”

“Of course, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said.

“One last thing,” King Tyr finished. “Have Lieutenant Seldar report to my private chambers as soon as possible. I expect him to be waiting for me when I finish my bath.”

“Yes, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said, pausing for a few seconds before bowing crisply and leaving the bathing chamber.

I need to know what happened, King Tyr thought as he shifted his attention to his left foot and began the first spiral. He focused intently on that—and counting the rotations—to distract him from what Rascal had said, but it wasn’t enough. It was impossible to stifle the image of Grayle being—

Pug swallowed a caltrop, he thought. There’s a big hole, like the one in Hellsbreath’s wall. No sign of Argyle—

The scrubbing became more insistent, and he pressed the brush deeper into his flesh. If he’s not in his private chambers—

Where’s Phillip? he thought, his jaw muscles tightening. He should have been back by now.

He hastened through the rest of his ritualistic cleansing and stepped out of the bath. He rinsed off the suds, checked himself in the mirror, nodded, and reached for the first towel. He dried his hair with it, then folded it neatly and placed it precisely one inch from the front edge of the table and from the clean towels. Then he reached for the second towel, and—

Phillip hurried into the bathing chamber and—

“Well?” King Tyr demanded as he picked up the third towel. The first towel had been for his hair, and the second for his left arm. This one was for his right arm, and when he finished rubbing it five times, he refolded the towel and stacked it neatly on the growing pile to his left. As he reached to the right for the fourth towel, he braced himself for Philip’s report.

“Grayle was in the chamber, Sire,” he said. “She wouldn’t tell me what happened.”

She’s not dead, King Tyr thought in relief as he exhaled slowly, evenly and closed his eyes. And she has the key, he realized as he turned to Phillip and—

“Fool!” King Tyr snapped, redirecting his pent up emotions at his manservant. “How could you come here looking like that!”

Phillip paled and prompted, “Sire?”

“There are cobwebs in your hair,” King Tyr told him, “and your clothes are filthy.”

“My apologies,” Phillip said, cringing. “I thought it was urgent—”

King Tyr glared for a moment, then turned away. “You are quite right,” King
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