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It Is the Second Age of Man

Long ago, in the First Age, mortals became Exalted by the Unconquered Sun and other celestial gods. These demigods were Princes of the Earth and presided over a golden age of unparalleled wonder. But like all utopias, the age ended in tears and bloodshed.

The official histories say that the Solar Exalted went mad and had to be put down lest they destroy all Creation. Those who had been enlightened rulers became despots and anathema, and the First Age gave way to an era of chaos and warfare. This harsh time only ended with the rise of the Scarlet Empress, a powerful Dragon-Blood who fought back all enemies and founded a great empire. For a time, all was well—at least for those who toed the Empress’s line.

But times are changing again. The Scarlet Empress has either gone missing or retreated into seclusion. The dark forces of the undead and the Fair Folk are stirring again. And, most cataclysmic of all, the Solar Exalted have returned. Across Creation, men and women find themselves imbued with the power of the Unconquered Sun and awaken to memories from a long-ago golden age.

The Sun-Children, the Anathema, have been reborn.

Among their kind is Dace. Before his Exaltation he was a grizzled mercenary, a veteran of the petty wars of the so-called Scavenger Lands—the region around the great trading city of Nexus. Now, empowered by the Sun with unparalleled combat skill, he leads his own mercenary force and has become one of Nexus’s protectors. But the weight of destiny lies heavily on his shoulders, and he fears great struggles are ahead. Already he has faced grim agents of the Deathlords and invading demons.

There is little rest for the chosen of the Sun.
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Prologue

The moon hung high and bright in the sky, casting shadows and blending white to silver to gray on the pale stone side of the mountain. Overlooking a sheer drop-off that fell so far away to the valley below that its base was lost in shadow, a gnarled and broken tree gripped the stone and loose soil with desperate, clinging root-fingers. On its highest branch, preening her feathers with her wicked, hooked beak, sat a great silver owl. Each time she moved, the branch that held her shook. The roots of the tree lost a little more ground. Irritated by the feeble nature of her perch, she sidestepped along the branch and dug her talons deeper, scoring the withered bark deeply.

Her head swiveled slowly, each motion haughty and cold. She fixed her gaze on the inky shadows below, her eyes darting from side to side, motions so swift her regal features blurred to silver in the brilliant moonlight. Then she was still as a statue, hewn of the stone of the mountain. The wind riffled through her feathers, rustled through the sparse leaves of the tree, and whispered along the slopes of the mountain, winding eerily through every crack and crevice and finding its voice in hollow logs and rugged stone.

She gripped the branch more tightly, raised her wings very slowly until they stretched to either side, a beautiful, impossible span of sinew and bone. A shiver ran through her frame. She raised her head, just for a moment, beak parted and eyes flashing with wild hunger, and she screamed. It wasn’t the piercing cry of the owl—not exactly. It was more, pitched higher and slipping lower than any bird’s nightmare would allow. With a lurch she was airborne. She did not release the branch immediately. Instead, she pitted the strength of her wings against its last, feeble hold on the mountain. She wrenched it free, and as she plummeted down the sheer slope, the tree groaned and released its age-old grip on the stone, falling at her back, too slow and clumsy to race her in her breathtaking dive.

Shadows parted. Her wings spread behind her in a rigid V and held her steady. She dropped like a stone, the tree spreading out behind her, nearly matching her speed. She never glanced upward, though the shadows would have told her of its presence. She focused downward, and, as the mountaintop grew smaller at her back, the ground spread beneath her, forests to the right and a long, sloping valley floor to the left.

Her eyes were so sharp they cut to the blades of grass, the dancing motes of dirt and dust whirling across the ground, the pulsing throb of hot red blood in a fur-encased throat. Unaware, breathing normally, the big cat hunkered in its own shadows. Other forms moved in other places, and it watched them with a hunger that mirrored the owl’s in pale reflection. The cat’s tail twitched; its claws gripped a fallen log as the desire to sprint shivered through its frame.

The dive was the act of moments. A thousand feet in the span of a breath, and as the owl reached the tips of trees, she whipped her wings down, arched her back and spread her claws, huge claws, large and sharp, screaming a second time. The cat froze. For a moment, it seemed to melt into the ground, unable to leap, or snarl, unable to rid its mind of its hunger.

In the distance, a hare leaped and pelted into the shadows. Dust and small rocks flew, and the ground thumped with each pounding beat of fur-tufted feet. The cat yowled, whirling too late. The owl, huge and terrible, struck like lightning, gripping the cougar by its neck and flanks and, with another terrible cry and a crashing of wings, lifted up, and away from the ground.

As the huge owl lifted her prey from the earth, the tree crashed behind it, a splintering, grinding final howl of shattered wood and clattering stone. The sound blended with the screeching yowl of the big cat, flailing and whipping its great head from side to side, trying to twist in the grip that held it fast, to snap and bite and rend the flesh just out of reach. Nothing could loose her talons from its flesh. She pounded the wind with her huge, powerful wings, and she and her prey rose steadily, until the trees below were nothing more than a blur. The cougar’s struggles grew wild. Frantically it tore at the grip on its neck and skin, biting the air viciously.

There was no thought in its actions. It was no longer aware of the earth below, or the lost prey. Its world was pain that centered just beyond its reach. Blood gushed from the wounds, pouring down its flanks and falling away in deep dark droplets that glittered wetly and disappeared. Still the owl climbed. She banked, fighting the weight of the cat and the unbalanced pull of its struggles.

The tree had shattered, but she was returning to where it had stood, the highest point of the mountain, the solitary peak where no other dared climb, or fly, or dream of setting foot. Already she could taste its heart, the hot red blood and soft flesh, the sensation of red life spattering her face.

Loss of blood and the chill air of the heights were taking the fight from the big cat. It still rolled and snapped, but weakly, hanging limp in her grip. With contemptuous ease, she released her prey and watched as it plummeted through the air, too weak to react to the sudden shift in gravity. The cougar screamed, but the sound cut off with a wet thump as it struck the stone.

A flash of wings, and she was on him. Bones had broken in the fall, and the cat could move only weakly. She dove in quick and close, tearing his throat with the sharp hook of her beak, ripping it until the blood flowed freely and dodging back from the last weak swipes of its paws. She was careful. The cat was nearly dead, but nearly was not enough. It grew still, and with terrible speed, she struck, burying her beak in its chest and tearing at the cat’s flesh. She ripped and shredded her way to the center—the heart. A final shudder rippled through the cougar and she stole the moment of death, dipping deep into the cavity of its ruined chest and plucking free the heart.

She threw her head back. Her prize was too large for a single gulp. Biting down, she parted the still hot, pulsing organ with a sharp snap. She caught the first morsel before it dropped to the ground, swallowed, and dipped for the second before it could begin to cool. Before the life had fully gone from it. Before the glorious, heated savor grew as cold and lifeless as the body from which it had been torn.

And then, as quickly as the hunt had begun, it ended. She shivered. The heart slid down her throat, and her thoughts shimmered. She saw the hare as the cat had seen it, saw the quivering, nervous motion of its whiskers flashing in the moonlight, caught the quivering muscles of its flanks, stuck between flight and cowering fear. She sensed its terror and felt the clench of unfamiliar muscles. She stretched her wings and her form rippled. Skin stretched, bone and sinew popped, and then she stretched her long, slender arms over her head. Leaning back, her white hair flowing over the stone like molten silver, Lilith laughed, though there was no mirth in it. Her laughter rolled over the stone and into the valley below, then faded slowly to a soft sigh of lament.

She had enjoyed the hunt, despite her constant melancholy, and the bright copper taste of blood from the big cat’s heart distracted her thoughts. She felt the spirit of the cougar seeping into her being, felt the patterns of its muscle and bone blending with her own. The mountain felt good at her back. Solid and endless, it stretched into the earth as the moon bathed her in its brilliance. Lilith licked the last of the blood from her lips, savoring the difference of the sensation—bird to woman. Dreaming of the time when she would know that savor as the cat.

The mountain was the first of many. She was near. Somehow she knew she was near to what she sought, and this brought another ripple of wild laughter. It had been so long since she’d moved with a purpose that it was an alien sensation. Memories long dormant shifted to the surface of her conscious thought, irritating her in little ways that egged her onward.

She remembered him well enough. Desus. Bright like the sun and strong, so strong she had felt molten in his embrace. In lust, and in anger, she had felt him move upon the Earth, and had shared those emotions with him, his strength and passion, his anger and his dreams. Then, when he had burned out like the falling of a star, she had remained.

The end of those crazed final days had been a guilty release. He had grown cruel, and she had not fled. She had fought, but he was strong, and each day he’d slipped further over some inner edge she could not pull him back from. Their love had become a blaze of desire and anger, hatred and fire. Each and every time she was burned, she returned.

Now she lay back against the cool of the earth, bathed in moonlight, and he tugged at her. Across the years and miles, screams and smiles, she yearned for him. She knew he would return—not the when or where of it, but the certainty of it. It pulsed through the mountain at her back and itched at her mind.

“What?” she whispered.

Almost, the wind breathed an answer. Lilith rose. She was not far from the point where the tree had torn from the flesh of the mountain. Curious, she moved closer. A gaping wound had opened in the mountainside. She leaned closer. The roots had stretched more deeply into the soil than she would have believed, and clung more tenaciously. Sand and silt, loose soil and gravel, had tumbled behind her in her dive and crashed to the valley below.

Something glinted. She leaned closer still, reaching down and brushing loose dirt aside for a better look. It was gold, glittering and bright, trapped beneath a second layer of earth. Memories flashed through her mind. Leaning quickly, her movements still faintly bird-like, she snatched it up and stepped back.

It was a very old coin. It bore symbols she’d not seen in years upon years, etched into a surface of pure orichalcum. On one side it presented the sigil of the Unconquered Sun—on the other a great city. Lilith whirled it in her fingers hypnotically, and her thoughts wandered.

She thought of those final days, the days before Desus had left her. She thought of his words, which had been little more than mad ranting. Something—something she was to find. Something he would leave to her, to no other. Something important, as quickly forgotten and spit out with his jumbled insults and wild proclamations. Still, he had said it, and so she knew it was true. She knew there was a box.

She had been searching for nearly a year, ever since she’d become aware of the Solar Exalted and their return. She had spent those months slipping from shadow to shadow, listening where she could, buying answers where she couldn’t. She’d learned a few things, but there was so much more. Somewhere, she knew, the essence that had been Desus would awaken in another skin, and only her own patience and perseverance could lead her to him.

She didn’t know what was in the box, but she knew that things were changing in the world. The Solar Exalted were returning, and there were flurries of activity among the dark places. Deathknights drove their armies across the land, and even the cities were not as they had once been, rebuilding on the bones of what had gone before. She had felt the Solars, afire with the sun and crashing about the earth, lighting the lines of power like beacons. Desus would be back, she knew. What that meant, she did not know.

Memories can grow so dim over centuries that they become secrets, and she knew he had left a whispered secret in a box for her, if only she were clever enough to figure out where it might be located, and what it meant. There was time. There had always been time. It passed differently for owls, and wolves, and those who walked the wilder ways, but it was inevitable in its progression.

There were a few hours remaining before the moon would fade from sight, and the sun would rise to heat and glory. Lilith had miles to cover, and the sight of the coin—so bright, and yet so old, reminded her of her purpose.

She considered the cat. It would be wonderful to stretch out her limbs, to bound down from stone to stone, fighting for balance and depending on her instincts to keep her from following that dead, ancient tree in its plummet from the cliff, screaming her defiance to the night—but it would not be so swift. It would wait for another time. With a final silvery laugh, she tossed back her head and raised her arms. The air about her glimmered, just for an instant, and then the owl stretched its powerful, impossible wings to the wind and whipped down in a single beat that launched her to the heart of the sky.

A bright pinpoint of silver-white reflected against the darkness, she headed deeper into the mountains, disappearing from sight.


Chapter One

Tarsus slumped near the rear of his cage, knees drawn up to his chest, hunger eating at him like acid and his mind a blurred landscape of memory, pain, and despair. He had eaten only scant bites over the past three days; not because they didn’t feed him, but because he couldn’t keep it down when they did. The walking dead were filthy, and the living who passed near didn’t bother to pay their prisoner any attention. The food they offered was the remnant of their own: old rotten and crawling with maggots. His water was tepid, swirling with a multi-colored oily film.

They had penned him near the animals, and the only question that remained unanswered was how he would die. Since his capture he had been beaten, half-starved, had mud kicked through the bars of his makeshift prison, but he had not been questioned. He knew his value in such a situation was measured in words, and so far those words seemed of little interest to his captors. Tarsus spent his hours contemplating ways of taking the answer to the question from their hands. In that camp swarming with those risen from death, he contemplated his own.

The nights were the worst. By day he saw little of the dead, and the deathknight, whom they called the Drinker of Seeping Poison, was not to be seen. His men worked, and they could be seen about the camp, readying things for the coming night and caring for the animals. At first Tarsus had believed this lack of activity by day might afford him a chance at escape, but the thought was short-lived.

One thing he had not known, and doubted that his own commander, Dace, would have suspected, was that the deathknight was served by a small number of the Dragon-Blooded. They were quiet, brooding, dripping with arrogant power in ways with which the Dragon-Blooded Tarsus was familiar with and those who served the Elemental Dragons were not. They did not seem to care for one another’s company, but handled different, larger tasks for the deathknight.

One of them had begun to take an interest in Tarsus and this was something the scout wanted, beyond all things in the small remnant of his world, to avoid. The Dragon-Blooded was tall, taller than any other in the camp. His hair was slick and black, like a rain of silk. By day he was pale, but at night Tarsus would have sworn the moonlight rippled over the man’s skin to reveal blues and deep greens woven into the flesh. Every motion was supple and smooth, almost too beautiful. The Dragon-Blooded was of the caste of water, and Tarsus had not seen many of his kind.

And the warrior watched him. This was the strangest thing. The others, human, dead and Dragon-Blooded alike, paid no attention to Tarsus at all. They appeared content to wait for him to die, or for the Abyssal to call for him. Beyond that he was of no interest, except to this one, who stood, staring from the shadows at him for long periods of time, silent as the rest, but—watching.

Tarsus sensed the warrior’s approach before he actually saw him. The sun was high in the sky, and the dead warriors that made up most of the Drinker of Seeping Poison’s force were dormant. There were a few soldiers moving about, and servants, loading and unloading supply wagons as they rolled into camp from some shadowed roadway Tarsus could not make out where he was caged. He knew from the position of the sun that they came from a general northward direction, and departed the same, but once they moved beyond his vision, he could not track them, and he hadn’t gotten close enough before his capture to get a good feel for it.

He had had time to think about it, though. It was odd that the traffic was to the north. Assuming that the Deathlord the Mask of Winters was behind it all, to and from Thorns would be the logical route for supplies. There was nothing to the north for long leagues, and any traffic along that route would be open and easy to track with scouts. There had been no word from the north that Tarsus was aware of and, despite the hopelessness of his situation, he had spent some time worrying it over in his mind.

Thorns was almost due south. To the north, the trade routes in and out of Nexus would surely intersect any caravans moving this way, and yet supplies arrived daily, and other wagons departed. The numbers of the dead increased, though it was difficult to tell by what degree from his position near the center of the camp. That there was some attack or ambush imminent was obvious, but Tarsus could gain no clue of what it might be.

The Dragon-Blooded warrior had stopped across a broad path through the camp. He stood beneath the limbs of a gnarled, half-dead tree, blending gracefully into the meager shadow and glimmering with a pale, light-blue sheen in the sunlight. He did not smile, and those who moved about near him avoided catching his attention. He wore a long, slender sword with a hilt of black jade and intricate lines of script running the length of the sharp, curved blade. The lines of the weapon blended with those of his armor, which was lighter than most, allowing ease of motion. The man moved like a dancer.

Tarsus feigned sleep, laying his arms across his knees and letting his head fall forward across them. He didn’t close his eyes, and he could still glance sidelong to where the Dragon-Blooded warrior held him fixed in his gaze, but he hoped the other would not suspect. He didn’t want to attract attention, but he also didn’t want to leave his guard, such as it was, down when the only person in camp who was paying any attention to him was so close.

The warrior stood unmoving for a long moment, then strode forward. Without a glance to the right, or the left, the man pulled a key from his belt, unlocked the cage where Tarsus cowered, and flung the door wide. He stepped inside, even as Tarsus, trying desperately to stand from the cramped, bent position he’d been sitting in, weak from hunger and lack of sleep, toppled to the side and fell heavily, cracking his head on one of the bars of the cage and bruising his shoulder.

The Dragon-Blooded warrior didn’t hesitate. He leaned in close, gripped Tarsus by his hair, and yanked him to his feet. Tarsus struggled feebly. The man shook him.

“Be silent,” the warrior hissed. “If you want to see another day of life, shut your mouth and listen to me.”

Tarsus made no reply, but he bit his lip. He fought against the vertigo stealing up through his brain and reached out to brace himself, gripping the side of the cage to help right himself and relieve some of the pressure on his hair. His head was ringing from the crack on the bars, and his scalp screamed where the man’s gauntleted fist gripped his hair tightly enough to yank it by its roots.

The warrior lifted Tarsus closer so that his lips were very close to Tarsus’s ear. He spoke very low and repeated nothing, and the entire experience was over before Tarsus’s confused thoughts could fully coalesce.

“There are horses tethered beneath the trees at the southern edge of the camp.” The smooth, whispered words sank past the pain to register in Tarsus mind. He would have shown his shock, but the grip on his hair prevented anything but gasps of pain. “You will find your dagger planted in the earth beyond the bars of your cell after I leave. There is a clump of weeds to our left.”

The Dragon-Blooded warrior shook Tarsus like a leaf when he started to turn his head. “Are you a fool?” the man continued. “This is all I can do for you. There are not many by day, and the knife is yours. If you don’t make it, I suggest you put it to use before they bring you back here.

“One last thing,” the man hissed. “They will attack Mishaka. If you win free, that is the message you must carry.”

Then, before Tarsus could catch his breath, let alone form an answer, he was flung hard into the bars of the cage and his head struck the bars again. He gasped for breath, but at first nothing came. His breath had been knocked from him by the blow and he lay as he fell, crumbled against the wall of his cage in a stunned daze as the warrior spun contemptuously and stalked from the cage. The door was slammed back into place, and the lock snapped shut.

Tarsus took stock of his injuries and found that, despite the sudden violence of what had just befallen him, he had sustained no real damage. He was bruised and there was a knot of swollen skin pulsing on the back of his head, but he would live. Slowly he dragged himself into a more upright, seated position against the bars. As he did so, he was careful to move toward the spot where he’d been told the dagger would be. He had no idea why the deathknight’s lieutenant would aid him, or why he should trust the man if he did, but there was no other help in sight. He knew that, even if the only purpose to which he could put the blade was ending his own life, it was a blessing.

He glanced surreptitiously around the area, but no one was paying him any more attention than they had at any other time since his capture. The dragon warrior who had accosted him was nowhere to be seen, and for a moment Tarsus wondered if he’d slumped into delirium and imagined the entire encounter.

Then he managed to glance over his shoulder into the weeds beyond his prison, and the solid, polished hilt of his dagger winked back at him. How had the man done it? How could it be there without Tarsus himself even realizing it had happened? Too many questions, but no answers presented themselves, and there was no time to think about it. Tarsus slowly scooted around so that his side was against the bars, and, in as smooth a motion as he could muster, he slipped his arm through the bars, gripped the hilt of the dagger, and drew it in close against his thigh, keeping it hidden from view.

His heartbeat had speeded, and his head still pounded with pain from the crack on the metal bars. He leaned into the pain, gripped the hilt of the knife more tightly, and began to run the situation through his mind.

Very soon they would send one of the men to feed him. It would be the same, stooped old gnome of a man who hobbled from pen to pen feeding the animals, as it was every afternoon. The first few times his prison had been opened, sullen guards had accompanied the old man, but they had long since grown bored with the task. Tarsus had made no attempts to escape, and if he had, where would he go?

Except that now he knew—south. He would go to the southern side of the camp, and if the Dragon-Blood had told him the truth, he’d find horses there. If he could get mounted, and away from the camp, before sounding an alarm, there was a small chance he could make it to the trade route, or even to the city of Mishaka itself, before they could catch up with him. Dace and the caravan were on that route, and they needed to be warned about this camp, whatever its purpose.

Any action was better than sitting and waiting for the deathknight to grow bored with him, or worse.

In the end, there was little planning involved. He heard the shuffling steps of the old man and the creaking of the wooden cart he wheeled among the animals coming closer, and laid his head back against the bars. Willing himself as calm as possible, he kept his eyes closed and waited. He knew the sound of the door to his prison well enough, and there was no sense putting the old man on his guard by appearing to be awake.

The shuffling steps drew near, and the cell was opened. He heard the wheezing breath of the gnarled servant drawing near, but still he waited. His own bowl, a soiled wooden thing that resembled a trough more than something meant for a human, was about a foot to his right.

The old man wandered in, hesitated for just a moment, then, cursing to himself, turned to dump the contents of the bucket in his hand into the wooden bowl. In that instant, Tarsus sprang. His muscles were stiff and sore, but adrenaline and fear fueled his spring. He brought the hilt of his dagger down hard at the base of the man’s neck. There was a sickening crunch, and the old servant fell flat into the bowl at his feet.

Tarsus quickly rolled him off and over to the bars of the cell. With a quick shrug he removed his travel-stained and half-shredded cloak, draping it over the prone form of the old man. Exiting quickly, he closed and locked the door and turned to the main trail leading through the camp without a backward glance. There was no movement nearby, and he slipped across into the growing, late-afternoon shadows of the buildings and tents on the far side of the trail. Moving swiftly, he slipped from building to building, avoiding any sound or sign of movement among the denizens of the place. Once he was nearly certain one of the slaves had seen him, but the man made no sign, and Tarsus passed on through the line of trees at the south side of the camp and continued on.

No sense in watching too closely behind him. If they discovered he was gone he’d have to run for it, and if they didn’t, so much the better, but he needed to concentrate on the trail ahead. The horses would be near the far edge of the trees, he knew, closer to the road beyond. They would also be guarded.

Tarsus had no idea what the motivation of the Dragon-Blooded who’d aided him might have been, but he had no illusions of safety. He was on his own, and if he didn’t find a way to get to these horses, get one free of the others and out past the tree line, he was a dead man and might as well begin preparing to end his life before they re-took him.

If he could get free of the trees, though, he knew they couldn’t be too far from the main trade route between Mishaka and Nexus. Somewhere along that route, probably almost to Mishaka, Dace and the others would be found escorting the caravan Tarsus had been scouting for, and he had to try to reach them. Whatever the reason for allowing him to escape, the news of the attack had to be delivered if he could manage it.

He heard the whickering and stamping of horses ahead and slowed his pace further. He saw no sign of guards, but that meant nothing. He wound his way through the close-spaced trees and could make out a clearing, at last. It was getting late in the afternoon, and the sun threatened to dip beneath the sky line. He knew his time was nearly at an end.

Then a dark shape passed between where he stood, and the horses. Tarsus moved closer and saw that the clearing opened into a wider meadow that was fenced in as a makeshift corral. A soldier strode through the center of that clearing with a bucket of grain in each hand. The man did not look pleased, and grunted with the effort of carrying the weight.

Tarsus circled in the opposite direction, making his way to the point where the fence opened in a rough gate. It was held closed by a single loop of rope while the guard fed the horses. Tarsus took advantage of the moment and dropped to the ground behind a wheeled cart pulled up next to the gate. There were racks of tack and harnesses and a lean-to off to one side protected saddles and other gear from the weather. Tarsus scanned the corral and the surrounding woods, but he saw no sign of any other guards.

The guard poured the contents of his two buckets into the feed troughs and swung back toward the gate. He moved more quickly now, and Tarsus suspected he was hurrying through tasks that should have already been finished. It was near to the normal time for a changing of the guard, and the man likely had chores to complete before his relief would assume the watch.

More reasons to hurry. The man swung the gate wide, dropped the two buckets beside him on the ground, and turned to latch it once more. Tarsus attacked. He didn’t try to slip up on the man. He relied on the suddenness of his appearance to catch the man off guard. He tried to brain the man with the dagger hilt as he had the older servant, but this man was a soldier, and his instincts were better. He heard Tarsus’s footsteps in time to jerk to one side. The blow that struck his head was only glancing, and he staggered toward the corral fence, already reaching for his blade.

Tarsus leaped. He whipped his dagger in a quick arc and caught the side of the man’s throat before he could think to cry out for aid. The guard tumbled to the side, clutching his collar in both hands, and dropped heavily to the dirt.

Tarsus did not wait to see if he had killed the man. He dragged the gate open. He wished he had time for a saddle and bridle, but he did not spare the wish too much thought. He crossed the corral and stopped by a tall roan. The horse still had reins and bridle. The man must have intended to ride it out after his watch, or perhaps he’d just been too lazy to care for the animal properly.

It didn’t matter. Tarsus grabbed the reins and, with a grunt of pain as his bruised muscles and head complained, he slid up and into place on the horse’s broad back. He guided the animal out and turned into the trees immediately. Although he couldn’t be far from the main road, he didn’t want to chance meeting the guard’s relief on the trail. He picked a way carefully through the trees, and, just as the shadows began to deepen to full dusk, he reached the outer tree line and the road beyond. Tarsus sat for a moment in those shadows, scanning the road in both directions for signs of motion. There was nothing. Leaning close to the horse’s neck, he reached back and gave a sharp slap to the animal’s hindquarter.

Moments later he was shooting down the road, then angling out into the wilderness and away at a gallop. He knew there would be pursuit, but with luck he had the lead he would need to elude them. If his strength held out, he could ride through the night and—if he made it through until the next day, and the light—he believed he had a chance.

The moon ascended over the forest and the camp, and the echo of the horses’ hooves faded to silence. Deep in the trees, the Dragon-Blooded warrior Daedalus watched the rider’s retreating form. When he was sure the escape was as complete as he could make it, he turned back into the trees and made his way to camp slowly, arriving just as the alarm was sounded. He moved swiftly to the center of camp, arriving just as his master, the Drinker of Seeping Poison, strode into view from the opposite direction.

“What has happened?” Daedalus called out. “Why did they sound the alarm?”

The Abyssal stood very still, eyeing his lieutenant coldly, then turned away toward the empty cell, where the body of the old servant was being dragged out by its feet.

“It seems we have an escape on our hands,” the deathknight replied.

Daedalus spun to several men who’d come up on his left and barked quick commands.

“Spread out,” he told them. “He can’t have gotten far. He is half-starved and weak. Drag him back here.”

“Do not kill him,” the deathknight added. “Bring him to me.”

“Why not kill him?” Daedalus asked, spinning back. “Why keep him at all?”

The Drinker of Seeping Poison came as close to a smile at that moment as Daedalus had ever seen him. The effect was both chilling and fascinating, as humor and the dead, empty stare of the Abyssal’s eyes warred, and the death won.

“Because a quick, merciful death teaches no lessons,” he replied. “Come with me.” He gestured to Daedalus. “We will make our own arrangements to stop him. We can’t count on stopping his escape until we know how it happened, and how he is traveling.”

Daedalus nodded and followed the deathknight deeper into the camp. The rest of those who had gathered spread out. Two of the other lieutenants had arrived on the scene and had taken charge of organizing the search.


Chapter Two

Daedalus felt as though ice slid through his veins. He followed as calmly as he could manage behind his Abyssal captain, and he kept his face rigid in its practiced mask of hard cruelty, a mask that seldom, if ever, cracked, but he was petrified. He did not believe that there was any way his treachery could have been discovered, but he knew that his own belief was not enough to make it so. He had been in the camp of the Drinker of Seeping Poison long enough to know that things were seldom as they seemed. He might be following his captain in his position as lieutenant, or he might be walking calmly to his own slaughter. The only way to find out which was the truth was to follow, and to wait.

He knew the prisoner was long gone. He knew, in fact, all of the things others were about to find out, because he had orchestrated them. What he did not and could not know was just how much of it his captain knew. Daedalus glanced to the north again and took a deep breath. He had come here, and he had done as he’d been ordered to do, but would it be enough? Would it work? The irony of it was that he might not be alive long enough to find out.

They entered a wider clearing slowly, and as they did so, all activity ceased. The deathknight stopped at the edge of the clearing, scanning the downcast faces of his followers, and smiled cruelly. Then he stepped to the center of them all, Daedalus at his heel.

As he walked, he swayed, side to side, the undulating motion of a great serpent. The Drinker of Seeping Poison felt the flow of essence and reached out to it, soaked in it. The center of the circle was positioned perfectly, as he’d known it would be. He lowered his head, letting the energy fill him, and he did not raise his gaze from the ground at his feet until he heard the first screams. Daedalus, who had been watching the deathknight curiously, could not suppress the quick jerk of his head and tightening of his shoulders the first scream brought, though he controlled himself quickly.

Turning, the Abyssal watched a young man being dragged into the clearing. The boy had long golden hair, falling nearly to the center of his back. His hands were bound behind him and his ankles were hobbled. His arms were held tightly by grinning, rotting corpses, their leers more a product of decay than mirth. They moved with mechanical precision to their lord’s side, throwing the boy to his knees at the deathknight’s feet.

Their prisoner tried to dart to the side, lost his balance, disoriented and blindfolded, and fell to the ground, his chin digging a short furrow. The Drinker of Seeping Poison stepped forward and placed a booted foot on the boy’s back.

“Move again
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