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      For Kristi, 

      for all the usual reasons,

      &

      For my dad, 

      for your excellence and your integrity,

      and for raising kids who whisper, “Peep!”
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      Logan Gyre was sitting in the mud and blood of the battlefield of Pavvil’s Grove when Terah Graesin came to him. It was barely
         an hour since they’d routed the Khalidorans, when the monstrous ferali forged to devour Cenaria’s army had turned instead
         on its Khalidoran masters. Logan had issued the orders that seemed most pressing, then dismissed everyone to join the revelries
         that were sweeping the Cenarian camp.
      

      Terah Graesin came to him alone. He was sitting on a low rock, heedless of the mud. His fine clothes were so spattered with
         blood and worse they were a total loss anyway. Terah’s dress, by contrast, was clean except for the lower fringe. She wore
         high shoes, but even those couldn’t keep her entirely free of the thick mud. She stopped before him. He didn’t stand.
      

      She pretended not to notice. He pretended not to notice that her bodyguards—unbloodied from battle—were hidden in the trees
         less than a hundred paces away. Terah Graesin could have only one reason to come to him: she was wondering if she was still
         the queen.
      

      If Logan hadn’t been so bone-weary, he would have been amused. Terah had come to him alone as a show of vulnerability or fearlessness.
         “You were a hero today,” Terah said. “You stopped the Godking’s beast. They’re saying you killed him.”
      

      Logan shook his head. He’d stabbed the ferali, and then the Godking had left it, but other men had given it more grievous
         wounds than he had. Something else had stopped the Godking, not Logan.
      

      “You commanded it to destroy our enemies, and it did. You saved Cenaria.”

      Logan shrugged. It already seemed long ago.

      “I guess the question is,” Terah Graesin said, “did you save Cenaria for yourself, or for all of us?”

      Logan spat at her feet. “Don’t give me that horseshit, Terah. You think you’re going to manipulate me? You’ve got nothing
         to offer, nothing to threaten. You’ve got a question for me? Have a little respect and just fucking ask.”
      

      Terah’s back stiffened, her chin lifted, and one hand twitched, but then she stopped.

      It was the hand twitch that captured Logan’s attention. If she had raised her hand, was that the sign for her men to attack?
         Logan looked past her into the woods at the edge of the field, but the first thing he saw wasn’t her men. He saw his own.
         Agon’s Dogs—including two of the astoundingly talented archers Agon had armed with Ymmuri bows and made wytch hunters—had
         stealthily circled behind Terah’s bodyguards. Both wytch hunters had arrows nocked, but not drawn. Both men had obviously
         taken care to stand where Logan could see them clearly, because none of the other Dogs were clearly visible.
      

      One archer was alternately looking at Logan and at a target in the woods. Logan followed his eyes and saw Terah’s hidden archer,
         aiming at Logan, waiting for Terah’s signal. The other wytch hunter was staring at Terah Graesin’s back. They were waiting
         for Logan’s signal. Logan should have known his streetwise followers wouldn’t leave him alone when Terah Graesin was near.
      

      He looked at Terah. She was slim, pretty, with imperious green eyes that reminded Logan of his mother’s. Terah thought Logan
         didn’t know about her men in the woods. She thought Logan didn’t know that she had the stronger hand. “You swore fealty to
         me this morning under less than ideal circumstances,” Terah said. “Do you intend to keep your troth, or do you intend to make
         yourself king?”
      

      She couldn’t ask the question straight, could she? It just wasn’t in her, not even when she thought she had total control
         over Logan. She would not make a good queen.
      

      Logan thought he’d already made his decision, but he hesitated. He remembered how it felt to be powerless in the Hole, how
         it felt to be powerless when Jenine, his just-wed wife, had been murdered. He remembered how disconcertingly wonderful it
         felt to tell Kylar to kill Gorkhy and see it done. He wondered if he would feel the same pleasure at seeing Terah Graesin
         die. With one nod toward those wytch hunters, he would find out. He would never feel powerless again.
      

      His father had told him, “An oath is the measure of the man who gives it.” Logan had seen what happened when he did what he
         knew was right, no matter how foolish it looked at the time. That was what rallied the Holers around him. That was what had
         saved his life when he was feverish and barely conscious. That was what had made Lilly—the woman the Khalidorans crafted into
         the ferali—turn on the Khalidorans. Ultimately, Logan’s doing what was right had saved all of Cenaria. But his father Regnus
         Gyre had lived by his oaths, through a miserable marriage and miserable service to a petty, wicked king. He gritted his teeth
         all day and slept well every night. Logan didn’t know if he was as much of a man as his father. He couldn’t do it.
      

      So he hesitated. If she raised her hand to order her men to attack, she would be breaking the covenant between lord and vassal.
         If she broke it, he would be free.
      

      “Our soldiers proclaimed me king,” Logan said in a neutral tone. Lose your temper, Terah. Order the attack. Order your own death.

      Terah’s eyes lit, but her voice was steady and her hand didn’t move. “Men say many things in the heat of battle. I am prepared
         to forgive this indiscretion.”
      

      Is this what Kylar saved me for?

      No. But this is the man I am. I am my father’s son.

      Logan stood slowly so as not to alarm either side’s archers, then, slowly, he knelt and touched Terah Graesin’s feet in submission.

      Late that night, a band of Khalidorans attacked the Cenarian camp, killing dozens of drunken revelers before fleeing into
         the darkness. In the morning, Terah Graesin sent Logan Gyre and a thousand of his men to hunt them down.
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      The sentry was a seasoned sa’ceurai, a sword lord who’d killed sixteen men and bound their forelocks into his fiery red hair.
         His eyes probed the darkness restlessly where the forest and the oak grove met, and when he turned, he shielded his eyes from
         his comrades’ low fires to protect his night vision. Despite the cool wind that swept the camp and set the great oaks groaning,
         he wore no helmet that would muffle his hearing. But he had no chance of stopping the wetboy.
      

      Former wetboy, Kylar thought, balancing one-handed on a broad oak limb. If he were still a killer for hire, he’d murder the sentry and be
         done with it. Kylar was something different now, the Night Angel—immortal, invisible, and nearly invincible—and he only served
         death to those who deserved it.
      

      These swordsmen from the land whose very name meant “the sword,” Ceura, were the best soldiers Kylar had ever seen. They had
         set up camp with efficiency that spoke of years of campaigning. They cleared brush that might conceal the approach of enemies,
         banked their small fires to reduce their visibility, and arranged their tents to protect their horses and their leaders. Each
         fire warmed ten men, each of whom clearly knew his responsibilities. They moved like ants in the forest, and once they finished
         their duties, each man would only wander as far as an adjacent fire. They gambled, but they didn’t drink, and they kept their
         voices low. The only snag in all the Ceurans’ efficiency seemed to come from their armor. With Ceuran bamboo-and-lacquer armor,
         a man could dress himself. But donning the Khalidoran armor they had stolen a week ago at Pavvil’s Grove required assistance.
         Scale mail mixed with chain and even plate, and the Ceurans couldn’t decide if they needed to sleep armored or if men should
         be assigned to each other as squires.
      

      When each squad was allowed to decide for itself how to fix the problem and didn’t waste time asking up the chain of command,
         Kylar knew his friend Logan Gyre was doomed. War Leader Lantano Garuwashi paired the Ceuran love of order with individual
         responsibility. It was emblematic of why Garuwashi had never lost a battle. It was why he had to die.
      

      So Kylar moved through the trees like the breath of a vengeful god, only rustling the branches in time with the evening wind.
         The oaks grew in straight, widely spaced rows broken where younger trees had muscled between their elders’ shoulders and grown
         ancient themselves. Kylar climbed out as far on a limb as he could and spied Lantano Garuwashi through the swaying branches,
         dimly illuminated in the light of his fire, touching the sword in his lap with the delight of recent acquisition. If Kylar
         could get to the next oak, he could climb down mere paces from his deader.
      

      Can I still call my target a “deader,” even though I’m not a wetboy anymore? Thinking of Garuwashi as a “target” was impossible. Kylar could still hear his master Durzo Blint’s voice, “Assassins,” he sneered, “have targets, because assassins sometimes miss.”
      

      Kylar gauged the distance to the next limb that could bear his weight. Eight paces. It was no great leap. The daunting part
         was landing on a tree limb and arresting his momentum silently with only one arm. If Kylar didn’t leap, he’d have to sneak
         between two fires where men were still passing intermittently, and the ground was strewn with dead leaves. He’d jump, he decided,
         when the next good breeze came.
      

      “There’s an odd light in your eyes,” Lantano Garuwashi said. He was big for a Ceuran, tall and lean and as heavily muscled
         as a tiger. Stripes of his own hair, burning the same color as the flickering fire, were visible through the sixty locks of
         all colors he’d claimed from opponents he’d killed.
      

      “I’ve always loved fire. I want to remember it as I die.”

      Kylar shifted to get a look at the speaker. It was Feir Cousat, a blond mountain of a man as wide as he was tall. Kylar had
         met him once. Feir was not only a capable hand with a sword, he was a mage. Kylar was lucky the man’s back was to him.
      

      A week ago, after the Khalidoran Godking Garoth Ursuul killed him, Kylar had made a bargain with the yellow-eyed being called
         the Wolf. In his weird lair in the lands between life and death, the Wolf promised to restore Kylar’s right arm and bring
         him back to life quickly if Kylar stole Lantano Garuwashi’s sword. What had seemed simple—who can stop an invisible man from
         stealing?—was getting more complicated by the second. Who can stop an invisible man? A mage who can see invisible men.
      

      “So you really believe the Dark Hunter lives in those woods?” Garuwashi asked.

      “Draw the blade a little, War Leader,” Feir said. Garuwashi bared the sword a hand’s breadth. Light poured from a blade that
         looked like a crystal filled with fire. “The blade burns to warn of danger or magic. The Dark Hunter is both.”
      

      So am I, Kylar thought.
      

      “It’s close?” Garuwashi asked. He rose to a crouch like a tiger ready to pounce.

      “I told you luring the Cenarian army here might be our deaths, not theirs,” Feir said. He stared back into the fire.

      For the past week, since the battle of Pavvil’s Grove, Garuwashi had led Logan and his men east. Because the Ceurans had disguised
         themselves in dead Khalidorans’ armor, Logan thought he was chasing the remnants of the defeated Khalidoran army. Kylar still
         had no idea why Lantano Garuwashi had led Logan here.
      

      But then, he had no idea why the black metal ball called a ka’kari had chosen to serve him, or why it brought him back from
         death, or why he saw the taint on men’s souls that demanded death, or, for that matter, why the sun rose, or how it hung in
         the sky without falling.
      

      “You said we were safe as long as we didn’t go into the Hunter’s wood,” Garuwashi said.

      “I said ‘probably’ safe,” Feir said. “The Hunter senses and hates magic. That sword definitely counts.”

      Garuwashi waved a hand, dismissing the danger. “We didn’t go into the Hunter’s wood—and if the Cenarians want to fight us,
         they must,” Garuwashi said.
      

      As Kylar finally understood the plan, he could hardly breathe. The woods north, south, and west of the grove were thick and
         overgrown. The only way for Logan to use his numerical superiority would be to come through the east, where the giant sequoys
         of the Dark Hunter’s Wood gave an army plenty of space to maneuver. But it was said a creature from ages past killed anything
         that entered that wood. Learned men scoffed at such superstition, but Kylar had met the peasants of Torras Bend. If they were
         superstitious, they were a people with only one superstition. Logan would march right into the trap.
      

      The wind kicked up again, setting the branches groaning. Kylar snarled silently, and leapt. With his Talent he made the distance
         easily. But he’d jumped too hard, too far, and he slipped off the far side of the branch. Little black talons jabbed through
         his clothing along the sides of his knees, along his left forearm, and even from his ribs. For a moment, the talons were liquid
         metal, not so much tearing his clothes as absorbing them at each tiny point, and then they solidified and Kylar jerked to
         a stop.
      

      After he pulled himself back onto the branch, the claws melted back into his skin. Kylar was left trembling, and not just
         because of how close he’d come to falling. What am I becoming? With every death reaped and every death suffered, he was growing stronger. It scared the hell out of him. What does it cost? There’s got to be a price.

      Gritting his teeth, Kylar climbed headfirst down the tree, letting the claws rise and sink from his skin, stabbing little
         holes in his clothes and in the tree bark. When he reached the ground, the black ka’kari bled from every pore to cover him
         like a second skin. It masked his face and body and clothes and sword, and began devouring light. Invisible, Kylar advanced.
      

      “I dreamed of living in a small town like that Torras Bend,” Feir said, his back as broad as an ox before Kylar. “Build a
         smithy on the river, design a water wheel to drive the bellows until my sons are old enough to help. A prophet told me it
         could happen.”
      

      “Enough of your dreams,” Garuwashi cut him off, standing. “My main army should be almost through the mountains. You and I
         are going.”
      

      Main army? The last piece clicked. This was why the sa’ceurai had dressed as Khalidorans. Garuwashi had drawn the best of Cenaria’s
         army far to the east while his main army was massing in the west. With the Khalidorans defeated at Pavvil’s Grove, Cenaria’s
         peasant levies were probably already hurrying back to their farms. In days, a couple hundred Cenarian castle guards were going
         to face the entire Ceuran army.
      

      “Going? Tonight?” Feir asked, surprised.

      “Now.” Garuwashi smirked right at Kylar. Kylar froze, but he saw no flash of recognition in those green eyes. Instead, he
         saw something worse.
      

      There were eighty-two kills in Garuwashi’s eyes. Eighty-two! And not one of them a murder. Killing Lantano Garuwashi wouldn’t be justice; it would be murder. Kylar cursed aloud.
      

      Lantano Garuwashi jumped to his feet, the scabbard flying from a sword that looked like a bar of flame, his body already in
         a fighting stance. The mountain that was Feir was only a little slower. He was on his feet, turning with naked steel in his
         hand faster than Kylar would have believed from a man so big. His eyes went wide as he saw Kylar.
      

      Kylar screamed in frustration and let blue flame whoosh over the ka’kari-skin and the great frowning mask he wore. He heard
         a footstep as one of Garuwashi’s bodyguards attacked from behind. Kylar’s Talent surged and he back-flipped, planting his
         feet on the man’s shoulders and pushing off. The sa’ceurai smashed into the ground and Kylar flipped through the air, blue
         flames whipping and crackling from his body.
      

      Before he caught the branch, he dropped the flames and went invisible. He flipped from branch to branch one-handed, with no
         attempt at stealth. If he didn’t do something—tonight—Logan and all his men would die.
      

      “Was that the Hunter?” Garuwashi asked.

      “Worse,” Feir said, pale. “That was the Night Angel, perhaps the only man in the world you need fear.”

      Lantano Garuwashi’s eyes lit with a fire that told Feir he heard the words “man you need fear” as “worthy adversary.”

      “Which way did he go?” Garuwashi asked.

   





      3

[image: alt]

      As Elene rode up to the little inn in Torras Bend, utterly exhausted, a gorgeous young woman with long red hair in a ponytail
         and an earring sparkling in her left ear was mounting a roan stallion. The stable hand ogled her as she rode north.
      

      Elene was almost on top of the stable hand before the man turned. He blinked at her stupidly. “Hey, your friend just left,”
         he said, pointing to the disappearing redhead.
      

      “What are you talking about?” Elene was so tired she could hardly think. She’d walked for two days before one of the horses
         had found her. And she’d never found out what had happened to the other captives or the Khalidorans or the Ymmuri who’d saved
         her.
      

      “You could still catch her,” the stable hand said.

      Elene had seen the young woman well enough to know that they’d never met. She shook her head. She had to pick up supplies
         in Torras Bend before she headed to Cenaria. Besides, it was almost dark, and after her days on the trail with her Khalidoran
         captors, Elene needed a night in bed and desperately needed a chance to wash up. “I don’t think so,” she said.
      

      She went inside, rented a room from the distracted innkeeper’s wife with some of the generous amount of silver she’d found
         in her horse’s saddlebags, washed herself and her filthy clothing, and immediately fell asleep.
      

      Before dawn, she pulled on her still-damp dress distastefully and went downstairs.

      The innkeeper, a slight young man, was carrying in a crate full of washed flagons from outside and setting them upside-down
         to dry before he finally went to bed for the night. He nodded at Elene in a friendly manner, barely glancing up. “The wife
         will have breakfast ready in half an hour. And if—oh hell.” He looked at her again, obviously seeing her for the first time.
         “Maira didn’t tell me….” He rubbed his hands on his apron in what was obviously a habitual gesture, because his hands
         weren’t wet, and stalked over to a table piled high with knickknacks, notes, and account books.
      

      He pulled out a note, and handed it to her apologetically. “I didn’t see you last night, or I’d have given it to you straight
         away.” Elene’s name and description were written on the outside of the note. She unfolded it and a smaller, crumpled note
         fell out. The smaller note was in Kylar’s hand. It was dated the day he’d left her in Caernarvon. Her throat tightened.
      

      “Elene,” she read, “I’m sorry. I tried. I swear I tried. Some things are worth more than my happiness. Some things only I
         can do. Sell these to Master Bourary and move the family to a better part of town. I will always love you.”
      

      Kylar still loved her. He loved her. She’d always believed it, but it was different to see it in his own messy writing. The
         tears flowed freely. She didn’t even care about the disconcerted innkeeper, opening and shutting his mouth, unsure what to
         do with a woman crying in his inn.
      

      Elene had refused to change and it had cost her everything, but the God was giving her a second chance. She’d show Kylar just
         how strong, deep, and wide a woman’s love could be. It wasn’t going to be easy, but he was the man she loved. He was the one.
         She loved him, and it was as simple as that.
      

      It was several minutes before she read the other note, this one written in an unfamiliar woman’s hand.

      “My name’s Vi,” the note said, “I’m the wetboy who killed Jarl and kidnapped Uly. Kylar left you to save Logan and kill the
         Godking. The man you love saved Cenaria. I hope you’re proud of him. If you go to Cenaria, I’ve given Momma K access to my
         accounts for you. Take whatever you want. Otherwise, Uly will be at the Chantry, as will I, and I think Kylar will go there
         soon. There’s… more, but I can’t bear to write it. I had to do something terrible so we could win. No words can erase
         what I’ve done to you. I’m so terribly sorry. I wish that I could make it right, but I can’t. When you come, you can exact
         whatever vengeance you wish, even to my life. Vi Sovari”
      

      The hairs on the back of Elene’s neck were standing up. What kind of a person would claim to be such an enemy and such a friend?
         Where were Elene’s wedding earrings? “There’s more”? What did that mean? Vi had done something terrible?
      

      The lead weight of intuition dropped into Elene’s stomach. That woman outside yesterday had been wearing an earring. It probably
         wasn’t—it surely wasn’t—

      “Oh my God,” Elene said. She ran for her horse.

      The dream was different every night. Logan stood on the platform, looking at pretty, petty Terah Graesin. She would walk over
         an army of corpses—or marry a man she despised—to seize her ambition. As it had that day, Logan’s heart failed him. His father
         had married a woman who poisoned all his happiness. Logan could not.
      

      As he had that day, Logan asked for her fealty, the round platform reminding him of the Hole where he’d rotted during the
         Khalidoran occupation. Terah refused. But instead of submitting himself so the armies wouldn’t be split on the eve of battle,
         in this dream Logan said, “Then I sentence you to death for treason.”
      

      His sword sang. Terah stumbled back, too slowly. The blade cut halfway through her neck.

      Logan caught her, and abruptly, it was another woman, another place. Jenine’s slashed throat gushed blood over her white nightgown
         and his bare chest. The Khalidorans who’d broken into their wedding chamber laughed.
      

      Logan thrashed and woke. He lay in darkness. It took him time to reorient himself. His Jenine was dead. Terah Graesin was
         queen. Logan had sworn fealty. Logan Gyre had given his troth, a word that meant not just his oath but his truth. So if his
         queen ordered him to stamp out the last few Khalidorans, he complied. He would always be glad to kill Khalidorans.
      

      Sitting up in the dark of the camp tent, Logan saw the captain of his bodyguards, Kaldrosa Wyn. During the occupation, Momma
         K’s brothels had become the safest places in the city for women. Momma K had accepted only the most beautiful and exotic.
         They had drawn the first Khalidoran blood of the war during a city-wide ambush that had come to be called the Nocta Hemata,
         the Night of Blood. Logan had honored them publicly and they had become his. Those who could fight had fought and died—and
         saved him. After the Battle of Pavvil’s Grove, Logan had dismissed the rest of the Order of the Garter except for Kaldrosa
         Wyn. Her husband was one of the ten wytch hunters, and they’d go nowhere without each other, so she’d said she might as well
         serve.
      

      Kaldrosa wore her garter on her left arm. Sewn from enchanted Khalidoran battle flags, it glimmered even in the darkness.
         She was, of course, pretty, with olive Sethi skin, a throaty laugh, and a hundred stories, some of which she claimed were
         even true. Her chain mail was ill-fitting, and she wore a tabard with his white gyrfalcon, its wingtips breaking a black circle.
         “It’s time,” she said.
      

      General Agon Brant poked his head in the tent, then entered. He still needed two canes to walk. “The scouts have returned.
         Our elite Khalidorans think they’re setting an ambush. If we come from the north, south, or west, we have to go through dense
         forest. The only way is through the Hunter’s Wood. If it really exists, it’ll wipe us out. If I were facing fourteen hundred
         men with only one hundred, I don’t think I could do any better.”
      

      If the situation had arisen a month ago, Logan wouldn’t have hesitated. He would lead his army through the open spaces of
         the Hunter’s Wood, legends be damned. But at Pavvil’s Grove they’d seen a legend walk—and devour thousands. The ferali had
         shaken Logan’s conviction that he knew the difference between superstition and reality. “They’re Khalidoran. Why didn’t they
         head north for Quorig’s Pass?”
      

      Agon shrugged. It was a week-old problem. This platoon wasn’t nearly as sloppy as the Khalidorans they knew. Even as they
         fled from Logan’s army, they’d raided. Cenaria had lost a hundred men. The Khalidorans hadn’t lost one. The best guess Agon
         could make was that they were an elite unit from some Khalidoran tribe the Cenarians hadn’t encountered before. Logan felt
         like he was staring at a puzzle. If he didn’t solve it, his people would die. “You still want to hit them from all sides?”
         Agon asked.
      

      The problem stared at Logan, mocking him. The answer didn’t come. “Yes.”

      “Are you still insisting on leading the cavalry through the Wood yourself?”

      Logan nodded. If he was going to ask men to brave death from some monster, he would do it himself, too.

      “That’s very… brave,” Agon said. He’d served nobles long enough to make a compliment speak volumes of insult.

      “Enough,” Logan said, accepting his helmet from Kaldrosa. “Let’s go kill some Khalidorans.”
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      Vürdmeister Neph Dada hacked a deep, rasping, unhealthy cough. He cleared his throat noisily and spat the results into his
         hand. Then he tilted his hand and watched the phlegm drip to the dirt before turning his eyes to the other Vürdmeisters around
         his low fire. Aside from the young Borsini, who blinked incessantly, they gave no sign that he disgusted them. A man didn’t
         survive long enough to become a Vürdmeister on magical strength alone.
      

      Glowing faintly, figures were laid out in military formations on the ground. “This is only an estimation of the armies’ positions,”
         Neph said. “Logan Gyre’s forces are in red, roughly fourteen hundred men, west of the Dark Hunter’s Wood, in Cenarian lands.
         Maybe two hundred Ceurans pretending to be Khalidoran are the blue, right at the edge of the Wood. Further south, in white,
         are five thousand of our beloved enemies the Lae’knaught. We Khalidorans haven’t fought the Lae’knaught directly since you
         were all still at the tit, so let me remind you that though they hate all magic, we are what they were created to destroy. Five thousand of them is more than enough to complete the job the Cenarians began
         at the Battle of Pavvil’s Grove, so we must tread carefully.”
      

      In quick detail, Neph outlined what he knew of the deployment of all the forces, inventing details where it seemed appropriate,
         and always speaking over the Vürdmeisters’ heads, as if expecting them to understand intricacies of generalship that they
         had never learned. Whenever a Godking died, the massacres began. First the heirs turned on each other. Then the survivors
         rallied meisters and Vürdmeisters around them and began anew until only one Ursuul remained. If no one established dominance
         quickly, the bloodletting would spread to the meisters. Neph didn’t intend for that to happen.
      

      So as soon as he was certain that Godking Garoth Ursuul was dead, Neph had found Tenser Ursuul, one of the Godking’s heirs,
         and convinced the boy to carry Khali. Tenser thought carrying the goddess would mean power. It would—for Neph. For Tenser,
         it meant catatonia and insanity. Then Neph had sent a simple message to Vürdmeisters at every corner of the Khalidoran empire:
         “Help me bring Khali home.”
      

      By answering a religious call, every Vürdmeister who didn’t want to throw away his life backing some vicious Ursuul child
         had a legitimate escape. And if Neph tamed these first Vürdmeisters who’d arrived from their postings in nearby lands, when
         Vürdmeisters arrived from the rest of the empire, they too would fall in line. If there was one thing Godkings were good at,
         it was inculcating submission.
      

      “The Dark Hunter’s Wood is between us,” Neph motioned to encompass the Vürdmeisters, himself, and Khali’s bodyguard, a bare
         fifty men in all, “and all these armies. I personally have seen over a hundred men—meisters and not—ordered into the Wood.
         None has emerged. Ever. If this were merely a matter of Khali’s security, I would not bring this to your attention.” Neph
         coughed again, his lungs afire, but the coughing was calculated, too. Those who wouldn’t bend the knee to a young man might
         be content to bide their time serving a failing old one. He spat. “The Ceurans have the sword of power, Curoch. Right there,”
         Neph gestured to where his phlegm had fallen, at the very edge of the Dark Hunter’s Wood.
      

      “Has the sword taken the form of Ceur’caelestos, the Ceurans’ Blade of Heaven?” Vürdmeister Borsini asked. He was the young
         blinking one with a grotesquely large nose and big ears to match. He was staring into the distance. Neph didn’t like it. Had
         Borsini been eavesdropping when the scout reported?
      

      Borsini’s vir, the measure of the goddess’s favor and his magical power, filled his arms like a hundred thorny black rose
         stems. Only Neph’s vir filled more of his skin, undulating like living tattoos in Lodricari whorls, blackening him from forehead
         to fingernails. But despite his intelligence and power, Borsini was only in the eleventh shu’ra. Neph, Tarus, Orad, and Raalst
         were all twelfth shu’ra, the highest rank anyone aside from the Godking could attain.
      

      “Curoch takes any shape it pleases,” Neph said. “The point is, if Curoch goes into the Hunter’s Wood, it will never come out.
         We have a slim chance to seize a prize we’ve sought for ages.”
      

      “But there are three armies here,” Vürdmeister Tarus pointed out. “All outnumber us, and each would happily kill us.”

      “Attempting to claim the sword will most likely end in death, but may I remind you,” Neph said, “if we don’t try, we will
         answer for it. Therefore, I will go. I am old. I have few years remaining to me, so my death will cost the empire less.” Of
         course, if he had Curoch in hand, magnifying his magical power a hundredfold, everything would change, and all of them knew
         it.
      

      Vürdmeister Tarus was the first to object. “Who’s put you in charge—”

      “Khali has,” young Borsini interrupted before Neph could. Dammit! “Khali has sent me a vision,” he said. “That’s why I asked what the Ceurans call the sword. Khali told me that I am to fetch
         Ceur’caelestos. I am the youngest of us, the most dispensable, and the fastest. Vürdmeister Dada, she said she will speak
         to you this morning. You are to await her word by the prince’s bedside. Alone.”
      

      The boy was a genius. Borsini wanted a chance at the sword, and he was buying off Neph in front of all of them. Neph would
         stay with Khali and the catatonic prince and when he emerged, it would be with “a word from the goddess.” In truth, Neph hadn’t
         wanted to go after the sword at all. But the only way he was certain the others would make him stay was if he’d tried to go.
         Borsini’s eyes met Neph’s. His look said, “If I get the sword, you serve me. Understood?”
      

      “Blessed be her name,” Neph said. The others echoed. They didn’t fully understand what had just happened. They would, in time.
         Neph said, “You should take my horse; it’s faster than yours.” And he had woven a small cantrip into its mane. When the sun
         rose—at about the time a rider would get to the south side of the wood—the cantrip would begin pulsing with magic that would
         draw the Dark Hunter. Borsini wouldn’t live to see noon.
      

      “Thank you, but I’m an awkward hand at new horses. I’ll take my own,” Borsini said, his voice carefully neutral. His enormous
         ears wiggled, and he tugged at his enormous nose nervously. He suspected a trap and knew he’d avoided it, but he wanted Neph
         to think it was luck.
      

      Neph blinked as if disappointed and then shrugged as if to cover and say it didn’t matter.

      It didn’t. He’d tied that cantrip into the mane of every horse in the camp.
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      Kylar had never started a war.
      

      Approaching the Lae’knaught camp required none of the stealth he’d used to approach the Ceurans. Invisible, he simply walked
         past the sentries in their black tabards emblazoned with a golden sun: the pure light of reason beating back the darkness
         of superstition. Kylar grinned. The Lae’knaught were going to love the Night Angel.
      

      The camp was huge. It held an entire legion, five thousand soldiers, including a thousand of the famed Lae’knaught Lancers.
         As a purely ideological society, the Lae’knaught claimed they held no land. In practice, they’d occupied eastern Cenaria for
         eighteen years. Kylar suspected this legion had been sent here as a show of force to deter Khalidor from trying to push further
         east. Maybe they just happened to be here.
      

      In truth, he didn’t care. The Lae’knaught were bullies. If there had been a shred of integrity in their claim of fighting
         black magic, they would have come to Cenaria’s defense when Khalidor invaded. Instead, they’d bided their time, burning local
         “wytches” and recruiting among the Cenarian refugees. They’d probably been hoping to come to the rescue after Cenaria’s power
         was obliterated and take even better lands for their pains.
      

      Without provoking anyone, Cenaria had been invaded from the east by the Lae’knaught, from the north by Khalidor, and now from
         the south by Ceura. It was about time some of those hungry swords met each other.
      

      A smoking black blade slid from Kylar’s left hand. He made it glow, wreathed in blue flames, but kept himself invisible. Two
         soldiers chatting instead of walking their patrol routes froze at the sight. The first one was a relative innocent. In the
         other’s eyes, Kylar could see that the man had accused a miller of witchcraft because he wanted the man’s wife.
      

      “Murderer,” Kylar said. He slashed with the ka’kari-sword. The blade didn’t so much cut as devour. There was barely any resistance
         as the blade passed through noseguard, nose, chin, tabard, gambeson, and stomach. The man looked down, then touched his split
         face, where blood gushed. He screamed and his entrails spurted out.
      

      The other sentry bolted, shrieking.

      Kylar ran, pulling his illusions around him. As if through smoke, there were glimpses of gleaming iridescent black metal skin,
         the crescents of exaggerated muscles, a face like Judgment, with brows pronounced and frowning, high angular cheekbones, a
         tiny mouth, and glossy black eyes without pupils that leaked blue flames. He ran past a knot of gaunt Cenarian recruits, wide-eyed
         at the sight of him, weapons in hand but forgotten. There were no crimes in their eyes. These men had joined because they
         had no other way to feed themselves.
      

      The next group had participated in a hundred burnings, and worse. “Raper!” Kylar yelled. He slid the ka’kari-sword through the man’s loins. It would be a bad death. Three more died before anyone attacked
         him. He danced past a spear and lopped off its head, then kept running for the command tents at the center of the camp.
      

      A trumpet shrilled an alarm, finally. Kylar continued down the lines of tents, sometimes slipping back into invisibility,
         always reappearing before he killed. He cut loose some of the horses to create confusion, but not many. He wanted this army
         to be able to react quickly.
      

      In minutes, the entire camp was in pandemonium. A team of horses dragging their hitching post bolted, the post whipping back
         and forth, tangling in tents and dragging them away. Men screamed, shouting obscenities, gibbering about a ghost, a demon,
         a phantasm. Some attacked each other in the darkness and confusion. A tent went up in flames. Whenever an officer emerged,
         shouting, trying to bring order, Kylar killed. Finally, he found what he was looking for.
      

      An older man burst out of the largest tent in the camp. He threw a great helm on his head, the symbol of a Lae’knaught underlord,
         a general. “Form up! Hedgehog!” he shouted. “You fools, you’re being beguiled! Hedgehog formation, damn you!”
      

      Between their terror and his voice being muted by the great helm, few men listened at first, but a trumpeter blew the signal
         again and again. Kylar saw men starting to form loose circles of ten with their backs to each other, spears out.
      

      “You’re only fighting yourselves. It’s a delusion. Remember your armor!” The underlord meant the armor of unbelief. The Lae’knaught
         thought superstitions only had power if you believed in them.
      

      Kylar leapt high into the air, and let himself become visible as he dropped in front of the underlord. He landed on one knee,
         his left hand to the ground, holding the sword, his head bowed. Though the cacophony continued in the distance, the men nearby
         were stunned to silence. “Underlord,” the Night Angel said. “For you I bear a message.” He stood.
      

      “It is nothing but an apparition,” the underlord announced. “Gather! Eagle three!” The trumpeter blew the orders and soldiers
         began jogging to take up positions.
      

      Over a hundred men crowded the clearing in front of the underlord’s tent, forming a huge circle around him, spears pointing
         in. The Night Angel roared, blue flames leaping from his mouth and eyes. Flames trickled back down the sword. He whipped the
         sword in circles so fast it blurred into long ribbons of light. Then he slapped it back into its sheath with a pulse of light,
         leaving the soldiers blinking away after-images.
      

      “You Lae’knaught fools,” the Night Angel said. “This land is Khalidoran now. Flee or be slaughtered. Flee or face judgment.”
         By claiming to be Khalidoran, Kylar hoped to draw any backlash onto the Ceurans-disguised-as-Khalidorans who were trying to
         kill Logan and all his men.
      

      The underlord blinked. Then he shouted, “Delusions have no power over us! Remember your armor, men!”

      Kylar let the flames dim, as if the Night Angel were unable to sustain itself without the Lae’knaught’s belief. He faded until
         the only thing visible was his sword, moving in slow forms: Morning Shadows to Haden’s Glory, Dripping Water to Kevan’s Blunder.
      

      “It cannot touch us,” the underlord announced to the hundreds of soldiers now crowding the edges of the clearing. “The Light
         is ours! We do not fear the darkness.”
      

      “I judge you!” the Night Angel said. “I find you wanting!” He faded completely and saw relief in every eye around the circle,
         some men and women openly grinning and shaking their heads, amazed but victorious.
      

      The underlord’s aide-de-camp led his horse to him and handed him the reins and his lance. He mounted, looking like he knew
         he needed to start giving orders, reasserting control, getting the men to act so they wouldn’t think, so they wouldn’t panic.
         Kylar waited until he opened his mouth, then bellowed so loudly he drowned out the man’s voice.
      

      “Murderer!” Crescents of biceps and knotted shoulder muscles and glowing eyes were all that appeared, followed by a whoosh of flame as
         the spinning sword came alight. A soldier toppled to the ground. By the time his head rolled free of his body, the Night Angel
         was gone.
      

      No one moved. It wasn’t possible. An apparition was the product of mass hysteria. It had no body.

      “Slaver!” This time, the sword appeared only as it jutted out of the soldier’s back. The man was lifted on the sword and flung headlong
         into the side of the iron cauldron. He jerked, his flesh sizzling on the coals, but he didn’t roll away.
      

      “Torturer!” The legion’s gentler’s stomach opened.
      

      “Unclean! Unclean!” The Night Angel screamed, its whole figure glowing, burning blue. It killed left and right.
      

      “Kill it!” the underlord screamed.

      Wreathed in blue flames that whipped and crackled in long streams behind him, Kylar was already flipping clear of the circle.
         Staying visible and burning, he ran straight north, as if heading back to the “Khalidoran” camp. Men dove out of his path.
         Then Kylar extinguished the flames, went invisible, and came back to see if his trap had worked.
      

      “Form up!” the underlord shouted, his face purple with rage. “We march to the forest! It’s time to kill some wytches, men!
         Let’s go! Now!”
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      Eunuchs to the left,” Rugger, the Khalidoran guard, said. He was so muscular he looked like a sack full of nuts, but the
         most noticeable lump was the wen bulging grotesquely from his forehead. “Hey, Halfman! That means you!”
      

      Dorian shuffled into the line on the left, tearing his eyes away from the guard. He knew the man: a bastard who’d been whelped
         on some slave girl by one of Dorian’s older brothers. The aethelings, the throne-worthy sons, had tormented Rugger unrelentingly.
         Dorian’s tutor, Neph Dada, encouraged it. There was just one rule: they couldn’t do harm to any slave that would keep him
         from performing his duties. Rugger’s wen had been little Dorian’s work.
      

      “You staring at something?” Rugger demanded, poking Dorian with his spear.

      Dorian looked resolutely at the floor and shook his head. He’d altered his appearance as much as he dared before coming to
         the Citadel to ask for work, but he couldn’t take any illusion too far. He would be beaten regularly. A guard or noble or
         aetheling would notice if a blow didn’t hit the proper resistance or if Dorian didn’t flinch appropriately. He’d experimented
         with altering the balance of his humors so that he might stop growing a man’s hair, too, but the results had been horrifying.
         He touched his chest—now mercifully back to male proportions—just thinking about it.
      

      Instead, he’d practiced until he could sweep his body with fire and air so as to be hairless. With the speed his beard came
         in, it would be a weave he would have to use twice a day. A slave’s life included little privacy, so speed was essential.
         Mercifully, slaves were beneath notice—as long as they didn’t draw attention to themselves by staring at guards as if they
         were freaks.
      

      Slouch or die, Dorian. Rugger smacked him again, but Dorian didn’t move, so Rugger moved down the line to harass others.
      

      They were standing outside the Bridge Keep. Two hundred men and women were at the keep’s west gate. Winter was coming, and
         even those who’d had good harvests had been beggared by the Godking’s armies. For the smallfolk, it hardly mattered if the
         army passing through was enemy or friend. One looted, the other scavenged, but each took what it wanted and killed anyone
         who resisted. With the Godking emptying the Citadel to send armies both south into Cenaria and north into the Freeze, the
         coming winter would be brutal. All the people in the line were hoping to sell themselves into slavery before winter arrived
         and the lines quadrupled.
      

      It was an icy clear autumn morning in the city of Khaliras, two hours before dawn. Dorian had forgotten the glory of the northern
         stars. In the city, few lamps burned—oil was too precious, so few terrestrial fires tried to compete with the ethereal flames
         burning like holes in the cloak of heaven.
      

      Despite himself, Dorian couldn’t help but feel a stirring of pride as he looked over the city that could have been his. Khaliras
         was laid out in an enormous ring around the chasm that surrounded Mount Thrall. Succeeding generations of Ursuul Godkings
         had walled in semicircles of the city to protect their slaves and artisans and merchants until all the semicircles of different
         stone had connected to shield the whole of the city.
      

      There was only one hill, a narrow granite ridge up which the main road snaked in switchbacks designed to encumber siege weapons.
         At the top of the ridge the Gate Keep sat like a toad on a stump. And just on the other side of the rusty iron portcullis’s
         teeth lay Dorian’s first great challenge.
      

      “You four, go,” Rugger said.

      Dorian was third of four eunuchs, and all shivered as they approached the precipice. Luxbridge was one of the wonders of the
         world, and in all his travels, Dorian had never seen magic to rival it. Without arches, without pillars, the bridge hung like
         a spider’s anchor line for four hundred paces between the Gate Keep and the Citadel of Mount Thrall.
      

      The last time he’d crossed Luxbridge, Dorian had only noticed the brilliance of the magic, sparkling, springy underfoot, coruscating
         in a thousand colors at every step. Now, he saw nothing but the building blocks to which the magic was anchored. Luxbridge’s
         mundane materials were not stone, metal, or wood; it was paved with human skulls in a path wide enough for three horses to
         pass abreast. New heads had been added to whatever holes had formed over the years. Any Vürdmeister, as masters of the vir
         were called after they passed the tenth shu’ra, could dispel the entire bridge with a word. Dorian even knew the spell, for
         all the good it did him. What made his stomach knot was that the magic of Luxbridge had been crafted so that magi, who used
         the Talent rather than the foul vir that meisters and Vürdmeisters used, would automatically be dropped.
      

      As perhaps the only person in Midcyru who had been trained as both meister and magus, Dorian thought he had a better chance
         of making the crossing than any other magus. He’d bought new shoes last night and fitted a lead plate inside each sole. He
         thought he’d eliminated all traces of southern magic that might cling to him. Unfortunately, there was only one way to find
         out.
      

      Heart thudding, Dorian followed the eunuchs onto Luxbridge. At his first step, the bridge flared weirdly green and Dorian
         felt his feet tingling as vir reached up around his shoes. An instant later it stopped, and no one had seen it. Dorian had
         done it. Luxbridge felt that he was Talented, but Dorian’s ancestors had been smart enough to know that not every Talented
         person was a mage. The rest of Dorian’s steps, shuffling like the other nervous eunuchs’, brought sparks out of the magic
         that made the embedded skulls seem to yawn and shift as they stared hatefully at those who passed overhead. But they didn’t
         give way.
      

      If Dorian felt some pride at the genius of Luxbridge, the sight of Mount Thrall brought only dread. He’d been born in the
         bowels of that damned rock, been starved in its dungeons, fought in its pits, and committed murder in its bedchambers and
         kitchens and halls.
      

      Within that mountain, Dorian would find his vürd, his destiny, his doom, his completion. He would also find the woman who would become his wife. And, he feared, he would find
         out why he had cast aside his gift of prophecy. What was so terrible that he wanted to throw away his foreknowledge of it?
      

      Mount Thrall was unnatural: an enormous four-sided black pyramid twice as tall as it was wide and extending deep below the
         earth. From Luxbridge, Dorian looked down and saw clouds obscuring whatever depths lay below. Thirty generations of slaves,
         both Khalidoran and captured in war, had been sent into those depths, mining until they gasped out their last breaths in the
         putrid fumes and added their own bones to the ore.
      

      The pyramid of the mountain had been sheared straight down one edge and flattened, leaving a plateau in front of a great triangular
         dagger of mountain. The Citadel sat on that plateau. It was dwarfed by the mountain, but as one approached, it became clear
         that the Citadel was a city unto itself. It held barracks for ten thousand soldiers, great storerooms, vast cisterns, training
         places for men and horses and wolves, armories, a dozen smithies, kitchens, stables, barns, stockyards, lumberyards, and space
         for all the workers, tools, and raw materials needed for twenty thousand people to survive a year under siege. And even at
         that, the Citadel was dwarfed in comparison to the castle that was Mount Thrall, for the mountain was honeycombed with halls
         and great rooms and apartments and dungeons and passages long forgotten that bored into its very roots.
      

      Neither the Citadel nor the mountain had been full in decades and with the armies sent north and south, the place was even
         quieter than usual. Khaliras was now home to only the smallfolk, a skeleton crew of an army, less than half of the kingdom’s
         meisters, enough functionaries to keep the reduced business of the kingdom operating, the aethelings, and the Godking’s wives
         and concubines and their keepers.
      

      Head among those keepers was the Chief Eunuch, Yorbas Zurgah. Yorbas was an old, soft, perfectly hairless man, even shaving
         his head and plucking his eyebrows and eyelashes. He sat huddled in an ermine cloak to ward off the morning chill at the servants’
         gate. Before him was a desk with a parchment unrolled on it. His blue eyes studied Dorian dubiously.
      

      “You’re short,” Chamberlain Zurgah said. He himself had a typical eunuch’s height.

      And you’re fat. “Yes, my lord.”
      

      “‘Sir’ will suffice.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Chamberlain Zurgah stroked his hairless chin with fingers like sausages encased in jeweled rings. “You have an odd look about
         you.”
      

      In his youth, Dorian had rarely seen Yorbas Zurgah. He didn’t think the man would remember him, but anything that caused greater
         scrutiny was dangerous.
      

      “Do you know the penalty for a man who attempts entry to the harem?” Zurgah asked.

      Dorian shook his head and looked steadfastly at the ground. He clenched his jaw and, without raising his eyes, tucked his
         hair back behind his ears.
      

      It was what he considered a stroke of genius; he’d given himself silver streaks in his hair, paired with slightly pointed
         ears and several webbed toes. They were features that only one tribe in Khalidor possessed. The Feyuri claimed to be descended
         from the Fey folk and were equally despised for that and their pacifism. Dorian appeared to be half Feyuri, which was exotic
         enough and from a group despised enough that he hoped no one would stop to think how his Khalidoran half made him look a lot
         like Garoth Ursuul. It also explained why he was short. “It’s the… other reason they call me Halfman, sir.”
      

      Yorbas Zurgah clicked his tongue. “I see. Then here are the terms of your indenture: you will serve whatever hours are asked
         of you. Your first tasks will include emptying and cleaning the concubines’ chamber pots. Your food will be cold and never
         as much as you’d like. You are forbidden to speak with the concubines and if you have trouble with this, your tongue will
         be torn out. You understand?”
      

      Dorian nodded.

      “Then only one thing remains, Halfman.”

      “Sir?”

      “We have to make sure you’re a halfman after all. Remove your trousers.”
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      Lantano Garuwashi sat in Kylar’s path, his sword naked across his lap. Mountainous Feir Cousat stood beside him, meat-slab
         arms folded. They blocked a narrow game trail that led along the southern edge of the Hunter’s Wood. Feir muttered a warning
         as Kylar approached.
      

      Garuwashi’s sword was unmistakable. The hilt was long enough for one or two hands; pure mistarille inscribed with gold runes
         in Old Ceuran. The slightly curving blade was inscribed with a dragon’s head, facing the tip of the blade. As Kylar came closer,
         the dragon breathed fire. The flames traveled within the blade, and before them, Ceur’caelestos turned clear as glass. The
         flames rolled out farther as Kylar approached. Kylar brought the ka’kari to his eyes and saw Ceur’caelestos in the hues of
         magic.
      

      That was when he knew the sword was the product of another age. The magics themselves had been crafted to be beautiful—and
         Kylar couldn’t understand the least of them. He sensed playfulness, grandeur, hauteur, and love. Kylar realized he had a tendency
         for getting into things that were way over his head. Not least of which was trying to steal such a sword from Lantano Garuwashi.
      

      “Drop the shadows, Kylar, or I’ll help you drop them,” Feir said.

      Fifteen paces away from them, Kylar dropped the shadows. “So, mages can see me when I’m invisible. Dammit.” He’d suspected
         as much.
      

      Feir smiled joylessly. “Only one in ten men. Nine in ten women. I can only see you within thirty paces. Dorian could’ve seen
         you half a mile away, through trees. But I forget myself. Baronet Kylar Stern of Cenaria, also known as the Night Angel, war
         son of wetboy Durzo Blint, this is War Leader Lantano Garuwashi the Undefeated, the Chosen of Ceur’caelestos, of the Aenu
         Heights Lantanos.”
      

      Kylar clasped his left hand to his stump and bowed in the Ceuran style. “War Leader, the many tales of your deeds attest to
         your prowess.”
      

      Garuwashi rose and slid Ceur’caelestos into its sheath. He bowed and his mouth twitched. “Night Angel, likewise the few tales
         of yours.”
      

      The horizon was brightening, but it was still dark in the forest. It smelled like rain and coming winter. Kylar wondered if
         they would be the last smells he would experience. He smiled on the rising tide of despair. “We seem to have a problem,” Kylar
         said. Several, actually.

      “What’s that?” Garuwashi asked.

      I can’t fight you invisible without killing Feir first, and even if I did, neither of you merits death. “You have a sword I need,” Kylar said instead.
      

      “Are you out of your—” Feir asked, but cut off at Garuwashi’s raised hand.

      “Forgive me, Night Angel,” Garuwashi said, “but you’re not left-handed, and you move like the loss of your sword hand was
         recent. If you so desire death that you would challenge me, I will not deny you. But why would you?”
      

      Because I made a deal with the Wolf. Mere hours afterward, Kylar had found Durzo’s note that ended, “MAKE NO DEALS WITH THE WOLF.” Maybe this was why. I can’t win.

      ~Not unless I give you a hand,~ the ka’kari said in Kylar’s mind. The black metal ball that lived within Kylar spoke rarely, and it wasn’t always helpful
         when it did. You’re hilarious, Kylar thought back at it.
      

      Garuwashi’s eyes flicked down to Kylar’s wrist. Feir was agog.

      Kylar glanced down and saw jet black metal writhing from his stump. It resolved itself slowly into a hand. He tried to make
         a fist, and it did. Are you joking?

      ~I’m not that cruel. By the way, Jorsin Alkestes didn’t like the idea of his enemies coming back to life. If that sword kills
            you, you’re really dead.~

      Funny, the Wolf failed to mention that. Kylar wiggled the black fingers. He even had some sensation in them. At the same time, the hand was too light. It was hollow,
         the skin thinner than parchment. Hey, while you’re doing miracles…

      ~No.~

      You didn’t even listen!

      ~Go ahead.~ It felt like the ka’kari was rolling its eyes. How did it do that? It didn’t even have eyes.
      

      Can you fix its weight?

      ~No.~

      Why not?

      The ka’kari sighed. ~I stay one size. I’m already covering all your skin and making a hand for you. Invisibility, blue flames, and an extra hand
            not enough for you?~

      So making a dagger of you and throwing it would be a bad idea?

      The ka’kari went silent in a huff, and Kylar grinned. Then he realized he was grinning at Lantano Garuwashi, who had sixty-three
         deaths tied to his hair, and eighty-two in his eyes.
      

      “You need a minute?” Garuwashi asked, lifting an eyebrow.

      “Uh, I’m ready now,” Kylar said. He drew his sword.

      “Kylar,” Feir said. “What are you going to do with the sword?”

      “I’m going to put it somewhere safe.”

      Feir’s eyes widened. “You’re taking it into the Wood?”

      “I was thinking I’d throw it in.”

      “Good idea,” Feir said.

      “Perhaps a nice idea. But not a good one,” Garuwashi said. He closed the distance between them in an instant. The swords rang
         together in the staccato melody that would climax in death. Kylar decided to feign a tendency to overextend on his ripostes.
         With a swordsman as talented as Lantano Garuwashi, he should only have to show the weakness twice and spring the trap the
         third time.
      

      Except that the first time he overextended, Garuwashi’s sword was into the gap, raking Kylar’s ribs. He could have killed
         Kylar with that thrust, but he held back, wary of a trap.
      

      Kylar staggered back, and Garuwashi let him regroup, his eyes showing disappointment. They’d barely crossed swords for five
         seconds. The man was too fast. Ridiculously fast. Kylar brought the ka’kari to his eyes and was even more stunned.
      

      “You’re not even Talented,” Kylar said.

      “Lantano Garuwashi needs no magic.”

      ~Kylar Stern surely does!~

      Kylar felt an old familiar shiver, an echo from his past. It was the fear of dying. With Alitaeran broadswords, Kylar could
         have crushed Garuwashi with the brute strength of his Talent. Against the elegant Ceuran sword, Kylar’s Talent did almost
         nothing for him. “Let’s get on with it,” Kylar said.
      

      They began again, Garuwashi feeling Kylar out, even giving ground, seeing what Kylar could do. But there was no holding back.
         Kylar had seen that. Soon Kylar would tire and try something desperate. Garuwashi would be waiting for it—how many desperate
         men had he seen in sixty-three duels? Surely every man who had survived the first clash of blades had the same sick feeling
         in his stomach that Kylar had now. There was no room for self-delusion once the blades began singing.
      

      Something changed on Garuwashi’s face. It wasn’t enough to tell Kylar what he was going to do; but it was enough to tell him
         that Garuwashi thought he knew Kylar’s strengths. Now he would end it.
      

      There was a beat. Kylar waited for Garuwashi to advance, those damn long arms of his unbelievably quick, the stance fluid
         and sure.
      

      “You feel it, don’t you?” Garuwashi asked, withholding his attack. “The rhythm.”

      “Sometimes,” Kylar grunted, his eyes not leaving Garuwashi’s center, where he would see any movement begin. “Once, I heard
         it as music in truth.”
      

      “Many died that day?” Garuwashi asked.

      Kylar shrugged.

      “Thirty highlanders, four wytches, and a Khalidoran prince,” Feir said.

      Lantano Garuwashi smiled, not surprised at Feir’s knowledge. “Yet today you fight woodenly. You are stiff, slower than usual.
         Do you know why? That day you faced death no less than you do today.”
      

      Wrong, but I didn’t know that then.

      “Today,” Garuwashi continued, “you are afraid. It narrows your vision, tenses your muscles, makes you slow. It will make you
         dead. Fight to win, Kylar Stern, not to not lose.” It was disconcerting to hear good advice from the man who was about to
         kill him.
      

      “Here,” Garuwashi said. He lifted Ceur’caelestos and Kylar saw the edges go blunt. “I’ll know when you’re ready.”

      Feir leaned up against a tree and whistled quietly.

      Garuwashi attacked again and within seconds, the dull sword scraped Kylar’s ribs. A few more seconds passed in furious ringing
         and the dull blade grazed his forearm, then jabbed his shoulder. But even as the blows rained down on him, Kylar began to
         remember his master Durzo’s merciless sparring. His fear receded. This was the same, except now Kylar had more endurance,
         more strength, more speed, and more experience than a year ago. And he’d beaten Durzo. Once. Kylar’s vision cleared and his
         pulse slowed from its frenzied hammering.
      

      “That’s it!” Garuwashi said. Ceur’caelestos went sharp once more and they began.

      Kylar was aware of Feir. The second-echelon Blade Master was seated cross-legged on the ground now, jaw slack. The man was
         muttering to himself, “Gabel’s Game to Many Waters to Three Mountain Castles—good, good—to Heron’s Hunt to—was that Praavel’s
         Defense? Goramond’s Dive to—what the hell? I’ve never—Yrmi’s Bout, good gods, some variation on Two Tigers? Harani Bulls to…”
      

      The fight accelerated, but Kylar felt a calm. He was, he realized, smiling. Madness! Yet it was so, and Garuwashi’s thin lips were drawn up in a little smirk of their own. There was beauty here, something
         precious and rare. Every man wished he could fight. Few could, and only one in a hundred years fought this well. Kylar had
         never thought to see another master on a par with Durzo Blint, but Lantano Garuwashi might even be better than Durzo, a little
         faster, his reach a little longer.
      

      Kylar dove behind a sapling a second before Garuwashi sheared it in two. As Garuwashi pushed aside the falling tree, Kylar
         thought. He only had one thing Lantano Garuwashi didn’t. Well, aside from invisibility.
      

      ~Oh, don’t use that! It wouldn’t be fair!~

      What Lantano Garuwashi didn’t have was years of fighting against someone better than he was. Kylar was studying Garuwashi’s
         style in a way Garuwashi had never needed study anyone’s. It was straightforward. Garuwashi basically depended on
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