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			To those who shared my journey into Espar.  I appreciate you all.

		


		
			“We will cleanse the world of  the tainted blood it stole.”

			- Gannon, Seat of Thought  in the Watching Circle

		


		
			​Prologue

			“You called for me, Father?” Valia asked from the library doorway. Folding her hands, she put her eyes meekly on the woven rug within the room. Now posed like a suitable child, she waited for the admittance that would force her to stop avoiding the confrontation. Her father, Prince Dorakon of Gaidol, sat among the bookcases, looking dour, his beard stretched by his long frown. High Guardsman Bosul sat across from him in a wide chair, a drink in hand. He wore no uniform, although she still recognized him. His sword was unmistakable on his hip.

			Valia’s feelings of misgiving grew. The servant summoning her had suggested she wear shoes, not her slippers. It sounded like a warning.

			“Valia,” the prince called, gesturing her forward. She complacently found her place on the short stool by his feet. The tradition had not changed over her entire living memory, no matter her coming of age, and she did not expect it to until her father finally forced her to marry. Then she’d be sitting at someone else’s feet, no doubt.

			“What do you know of the situation with Galanth?” he asked.

			Valia pared her knowledge down to an acceptable level, unwilling to reveal her interest in the war that crept toward them. “Prince Tohmas has declared dominance over Espar and named himself ‘king,’” she said, keeping her voice flat as if the fact was irrelevant to her. “He is officially opposed by Trulin, Gaidol, Nothor, and Damoria, although Polthian may yet be another enemy to him. Why do you ask, Father?”

			“Trulin has fallen,” the high guardsman said, his voice gravelly. He leaned back in his seat, his lounging position making Valia worry. No one was on good enough terms with Prince Dorakon to be that calm in his presence, not usually.

			One of her ladies had told her about Trulin’s fall two nights before, but she knew her father preferred to think he controlled what she did and did not know.

			She mocked surprise. “So soon?”

			“The Prince of Trulin is dead, and his heir surrendered. King Tohmas marches to our borders,” her father said.

			He was omitting how her father’s Gaidolon forces had already crossed that border a quartercycle ago to tangle with Tohmas and his men. They had expected to attack Prince Tohmas from the south while Trulin held the north, but Trulin had folded too soon.

			Valia nodded gravely. If Prince Tohmas was crossing the border, Gaidol’s forces must have already retreated to their territory.

			“I will ride to join up with our armies,” her father declared, and Valia again nodded, hoping her gesture looked full of duty and understanding. She saw the real reason for his decision; Trulin was not the only princedom to fold. Nothor, led by Valia’s uncle, had also withdrawn from Gaidol’s army. Rumors said the reason was holy visions, but she had yet to hear a first-hand account of the event and was not sure she believed it.

			With Trulin conquered and Nothor pulling out, the forces of Gaidol were alone. If their prince came to lead them, he could rekindle their morale. Without his presence, they would bleed out deserters.

			“High Guardsman Bosul will be taking command here in SwordWood,” Prince Dorakon said next. “You will marry him.”

			The two statements were delivered in the same voice, but the first was inconsequential, and the second hit Valia like a kick to her stomach.

			Despite herself, she shot off the stool. “I do not wish to be married!”

			She regretted her outburst as her father stood. Even straightening to her full height, Valia’s head only reached his shoulder. She was forever left staring at the crest on his chest, the blue with the white shark central.

			“I did not ask you,” Prince Dorakon said, every word an anchor on her heart.

			Valia dropped her stare to the floor, fighting back tears. She bit off further retorts. Challenging him directly was fated to fail and doing so in front of a witness was a form of suicide. She knew better. 

			“That’s more like it,” the prince said. He put a hand on her head, patting her like the child he seemed to think she was. “Now go.”

			Dismissed, Valia bowed to her father and left.

			She finally understood the servant’s suggested shoes; slippers were unsuitable for running. But there was nowhere to go and no one to turn to. The city would never let her escape.

			All of SwordWood knew about her wedding by nightfall, and she retreated to her room to avoid the collective excitement of the capital. Friends wished her well while distant caretakers tried to involve her in plans and gossip. Her heart aching, Valia sat by the window in her room, looking over the city to the western horizon.

			He was still out there. While the giddy girls who followed her around wondered if High Guardsman Lance Carraway was even alive, Valia was certain the man she loved was still waiting for her. Despite the spin her father had put on Lance’s departure, Valia had always known her favorite high guardsman had left to join Prince Tohmas in his war against the Northlanders. Was it any wonder he remained with the Prince of Galanth now that Tohmas had turned his eyes to the conquest of Espar?

			Lance now stood on the wrong side of the war. He was her enemy.

			Her father knew of Lance’s affection, so he kept them apart. In the last year, Lance had visited SwordWood only three times and, even then, only for a few candles of time. On his most recent visit, there had only been time for ten words.

			Her heart skipped as she remembered those words and the forbidden kiss they had shared. She knew he was alive because she could still hear his voice whispering, When I come back, I swear I will marry you.

			The knock on her bedroom door woke her from her dreams of Lance. She turned to see her ladies admitting a different high guardsman: Calus Bosul. Waving from the high guardsman chased the ladies out until only Valia remained.

			She faced her window and ignored the intrusion.

			Lance had been young to his post; he was thirty-five this year. Calus Bosul was an average high guardsman and nearly three times her eighteen years. He had married before, but his wife had died four years prior in childbirth, and the single child was being cared for by the high guardsman’s sister. Valia knew little else about him, but what she knew was not bad. He had been an integral part of the fighting in the north, which Lance had mostly avoided by being a guardsman in SwordWood at the time. Now that they were of equal title, Calus’ position in SwordWood technically outranked Lance’s in Varidee because SwordWood was the greater responsibility. It had always been clear that Dorakon held Calus in high esteem, and no one had ever said any unpleasant things about him, not even in gossip.

			Step by step, Calus crossed the bedroom, stopping behind her to look out over her shoulder. His breath smelled of pipe smoke and wine; her father was indeed spoiling him now. Valia had seen it before. Prince Dorakon lacked the means to inspire people, counting instead on lavish gifts and money to buy loyalty.

			“Is it so terrible?” he said softly. “I have a good house, a daughter. Your father has named me defender of the capital in his absence. We will stay here.”

			His words made sense. Even if Lance was alive, he had betrayed Gaidol and could never return. Valia had expected to be married off to an important person at some point. What was wrong with Calus?

			She tried to put Calus in Lance’s place for a moment, but it took only a blink for her to shake her head.

			“I do not love you.” Her heart belonged to Lance, tied to him with the band of pearls he had gifted to her and now carried with him in his travels. She could never replace him.

			As the hand of her father’s chosen suitor touched down on Valia’s shoulder, she shivered.

			“You are the daughter of a Prince of Espar. Why would you expect to be married for love?”

			His touch was cold. Her skin prickled with gooseflesh.

			“Just…” she said, releasing the word as a sigh into the window, “just something someone said once.”

			Just something Lance once said, her heart finished.

			Staring into the sunset, Valia felt she could almost see Lance in the garden below, his mustache bent and his eyes shining. For years, he had walked in her shadow as her defender. She had come to trust and depend on him. When a midnight assassin attacked, she spent a candle with only Lance while the other defenders took the attacker away. He had let her cry without criticism. He had been with her when her mother died and was still there when her sister followed. In every memory Valia had of hard times, her guardsman was there, stroking her hair and holding her as she wept, whispering promises of daylight and a new beginning.

			No matter how awful things were, there was always hope. The sun always rose again, and he would stay with her until it did.

			She did not know when it had changed from friendship to love, but after his promotion to high guardsman, the thought of him going away made her realize how much she wanted him to stay forever.

			“Whoever said it was a fool,” High Guardsman Bosul said. “I will give you a good home. That is enough.”

			Calus turned her to face him even as she shook her head. A finger interrupted her motion, lifting her chin from where she had dropped it. He leaned down.

			Terrified, she dared not move as his lips pressed against hers. Tears welled in her eyes at the memory of her only other kiss. Lance had been desperate then, his hold tight, but his kiss had been sweet, unlike Calus’ lifeless embrace. She searched but found no emotion.

			He released her, and she pulled back as far as the windowsill would allow.

			“Hardly appropriate,” she said, turning to hide her tears.

			He caught her arms and turned her to him. With his hand on each of her shoulders, she could not move.

			“We are engaged. I can do what I want,” he told her.

			He planted another kiss, and it was rougher. Valia’s tears fell, but he did not seem to notice as he untangled her lacing and ran fingers over her skin from her neck to her waist.

			“You would take from me the right to wear white on my wedding day?” she choked out, her voice a whisper.

			He was not listening, and he was not stopping. The cold hand reached her waist and held Valia fast.

			Realization struck. Calus would not touch her without her father’s permission.

			Her father knew Lance held her heart. Her marriage to Calus would be one victory against the high guardsman who had betrayed them, and this was the other. Regardless of what happened, she would never have her proper wedding night. Even if Lance came to rescue her on the morrow, he would be too late.

			Her broken heart let the last piece fall with her tears. Closing her eyes, she clung to her first kiss and the winsome smile of her guardsman. When the stranger touched her, she hugged Lance tighter in her mind until she could feel him stroking her hair and hear him whispering how it would be all right come morning. Everything always looked better come morning. She just had to make it to daylight.

			She felt nothing, hidden away where only Lance could find her.

			When she finally stirred to burned out candles and moonlight, Calus slept, and she was free to move.

			Her dress lay scattered across the bedposts. Her underclothes were stained by blood and tears. Her legs and breasts hurt, a fire burning below her navel where the blood still trickled.

			Feeling colder than ever in the weak wind of the summer night, she moved back to her window. It was hard to see the stars as the sunrise lit the sky behind the manor, but the moon shone brightly over the city. Her window looked west, which kept the dawn from being visible for candles more.

			Will he want me now? When Lance returned, would he still love the woman who could not wear white to her wedding? What would he think?

			Ashamed, her tears were renewed, and Valia fell against the casement.

			But in the wind ruffling her hair, she felt her beloved’s hand once more stroking her head. The dawn was coming. It would be light soon, and the sun would chase away these demons. It was a new day. Anything was possible.

			The wind whispered his voice: When I come back, I swear I will marry you.

			As her eyes rose to examine the fast-fading moon, the wind dried the last of her tears.

			So there was going to be a wedding. Valia had always known that. Her father thought it would be to High Guardsman Calus Bosul, but he was wrong. The only man Valia would see standing at her side in front of a Celebrant of Ocea was Lance. She had to make it happen.

			If Lance were with King Tohmas, who was now waging war against Gaidol, they would come to SwordWood. So long as this new conqueror of Espar survived, Tohmas would bring her love to her. And she would be here waiting at the hand of the man in charge of the capital of Gaidol.

			She would help Lance. She could make the marriage her father had thrust upon her work to her advantage.

			There would have to be a delay, but who could deny her that? If she were to be a bride, she would be a proper one. A dress, flowers, and temple decorations were all requirements that would take time. Or the feast itself; who needed to be invited and given time to arrive? There were a thousand things to do before she could say vows correctly.

			And while the coming wedding kept the city busy, she would be in the position to pass on information to Lance.

			She would have her revenge.

		


		
			​Chapter 1

			The days passed as a blur in the rundown city of LandWater. Tohmas understood nearly nothing of the proceedings, but the people around him seemed to know what they were doing. By Esparan tradition, he was forbidden from seeing Arnika the day of the wedding and instead retreated to the forested hill outside the encamped army to wait out the morning.

			They had dressed him in the Galanth chain and leather armor combination he occasionally wore in battle but still found unfamiliar. The green coat they presented was new and matched to fresh deep forest breeches. The only thing he managed to keep, as far as he could tell, was his sword. No one could take SoulBurner from him; the enchanted sword remained on his belt or within reach at all times now.

			With his horsehair bracelet made from Schlavarai’s tail hairs, he waited for full dawn to cover the camp. Scouts reported no movement from Gaidol’s army, and Kitable had promised to keep a magic eye on it on this important day, but the threat of the south was still vivid in his mind. Gaidol’s forces had not moved since Prince Neillan had withdrawn his support. Tohmas suspected they were waiting for Prince Dorakon to join them, but whether the older prince would leave the safety of his capital remained to be seen.

			Tohmas was ready to defend LandWater if he needed to, but he wanted to take to the field, which meant marching soon. He would engage Gaidol. Trulin was now his land to defend, and they were trespassing.

			In some ways, he was victorious and thought he should be content. He had kept his word to avoid further killing in his conquest of Trulin, and Celebrant Corolys had offered her blessing, which seemed to be expected of the groom before a wedding. He had won the final loyalty and, perhaps forgiveness, from all four celebrants and was again in favor with the gods. That was a good thing.

			But it did not feel any different. Even if he married Arnika Trulin, he could not touch her without her permission. Besides being allowed to sleep in his tent again (although how they would sleep on a double cot without touching, he could not figure out), nothing had changed.

			Prince Tandar, the new Prince of Trulin, giving an oath as kingsman would make the difference. With Tandar came the rest of Trulin. Although this increased his forces only barely back up to where he had started, Tohmas was satisfied. One enemy was vanquished. Now he had to turn his attention to the Princedom of Gaidol. From there, Damoria was next and last.

			He should have been nervous about facing Prince Dorakon of Gaidol, but Tohmas again felt indifferent. They would defeat him, and all of Espar would be his. He had to believe.

			Lance came and got him, moving surprisingly well, a new splint from Celebrant Darak supporting his limp left leg. He wasn’t quite up to riding yet, but given time, Lance promised he and his warhorse Bolt would re-establish their glory. He planned to rejoin the morning spars to retrain himself. With the splint holding his otherwise immobile leg, he had to relearn everything about fighting.

			Once back in LandWater, Carsh joined them, having been inspecting the cleared wedding area. A bookkeeper was trying to convince the Rydan to wear something other than his breeches, bracelets, and baldrics, but the man gave up as Carsh silently went on with his duty of protecting Tohmas. Rydans did not have marriage ceremonies, and the thought of dressing up for a celebration was laughable.

			Of all the Esparan soldiers and servants around Tohmas, only Lance seemed to realize that Tohmas, despite being an Esparan of a royal line, had never attended an Esparan wedding. He had the decency to pretend he was explaining to Carsh but kept Tohmas one step ahead of the traditions as they manifested through the morning. He saw no point to them although he felt like every formality was designed to prevent him from reaching his bride.

			Tohmas wished he could follow Rydan tradition, grab Arnika, and simply kill anyone who argued over his claim. But he was Esparan, at least by blood. He had to play the part.

			He put up with blessings from each celebrant, a period of silent prayer, receiving gifts from his mother and from Arnika’s cousin Tandar, as well as a ceremonial washing of his hands. Finally, Tohmas reached the small round table where he was to be married. Four candles stood before him, each decorated with seashells and Ocea’s teardrop symbol.

			With a deep breath, feeling ill-prepared, he faced the observers.

			Who exactly was attending, Tohmas had left to his mother and bride-to-be. Although he had feared they would end up having to move half of the army to make sufficient space, Arnika’s lack of relatives or Lady Fayela’s pragmatism resulted in a small crowd. Every protector, however, had been put on duty. In their smart green tabards and green rank ropes, they formed a layer three men thick around the area.

			Wisavi Kitable, Master Wizard of Galanth, stood off to one side with his enchanted stare following various things among and far beyond the guests. Tohmas couldn’t determine if he was there as a dignitary or another defender but settled on it being both.

			Prince Tandar, the newest Prince of Espar and Tohmas’ soon-to-be kingsman, had been allowed to bring whomever he chose. Since he was the local prince, he had about the same number of ranking officers as Tohmas did, plus a row of what appeared to be official bodyguards in a rank at the back of the seats. All seemed quiet.

			“We begin,” the soft voice of Celebrant Corolys called, and Tohmas faced her. From the first day he had met her, Celebrant Corolys had always been regally dressed, but today she wore a fortune of sapphires on her robes, including three that made the mark of the tear drop down her cheek. A silver double wave symbol of Ocea glittered silver from her brow.

			The other celebrants stood behind her, silent observers for now. Their individual attire was similarly elegant. Celebrant Loni wore the gold dress she had donned at Prince Dragal’s funeral but seemed to be wearing enough gold in her hair and arms to make Tohmas wonder where the dress stopped and the jewelry began. Her counterpart in worship to the Goddess Inac, Celebrant Sedgan, must have helped with her attire; the dress was remarkably modest for the usually scandalous woman. Calanor and Sedgan had silver or gold in their robes—formal robes, Tohmas assumed—although no one had managed to find something suitable for the Celebrant of Pari, Darak Degree. He wore his robes and cutter tools plainly and looked like he had rolled out of bed fully clothed and rushed to be on time.

			He might have.

			No matter their silver and gold, none of them were as glorious as Arnika in Tohmas’ eyes. When his wife-to-be was called from the east, Tohmas lost his breath.

			The white and silver dress the seamstresses had so quickly put together made the bride glisten more than a silver dragon, and she walked with the grace of a thousand dancers. A flurry of white wildflowers fell down her back in a long veil as if replacing her shorn locks.

			There were words, but Tohmas hardly heard them. Someone welcomed the people and asked for the gods’ blessing, but he did not care. He could not take his eyes off the beautiful young woman standing at his side in front of the table.

			Someone cried out suddenly, breaking Tohmas’ joyful haze. Carsh moved up, a second knife in hand already. Rydan instincts kicked in.

			Tohmas dared not reach for SoulBurner—the anti-magic aura would cripple Kitable—so instead, Tohmas ducked, grabbed the nearest table leg, and spun the defense around. In place of the candles he had toppled, the table surface sprouted arrows.

			Someone was attacking.

			Carsh’s knives had already taken down two enemies, and how Kitable was waving his hands seemed to imply magical aid, but Tohmas still had to throw the table wide to his right to stop another barrage of arrows shot from the line of Tandar’s bodyguards. His makeshift shield blocked both of the arrows that got through before Kitable finished what he was doing; subsequent arrows hit a barrier a stride in front of Tohmas, protecting him while he kept the table out to protect Arnika.

			Carsh rushed in to fight but was blocked by the invisible magical barrier. The attackers were using their own form of magic it seemed, for the ranks of protectors were unable to get through. They grew more frustrated by the moment.

			“Charger Granton, stop this at once!” Arnika shouted. 

			Tohmas’ jaw dropped. Sweet, cautious, shy Anika was flushed and furious. He wanted to pull her back when she pushed aside the table-shield, but he had sworn not the touch her, and that oath still stood.

			Evidently recognizing someone from the line of archers at the back of the area, she stared down a man with a plume of black.

			“The invader must die! Prince Kelland died keeping this monster out of Trulin!” the man said from behind the ducking crowd. By the plume, he was a charger and one of the highest-ranked men in Trulin.

			Tohmas had never seen the daughter of Prince Kelland so incensed. He prayed he would never have to again.

			“My father,” Arnika shouted over the charger, “set his conditions under different circumstances! Things have changed. I am helping Trulin! How dare you try to shoot me!”

			Interrupting her wedding was acceptable, but shooting at her was apparently not, Tohmas mused.

			“Your—” was as far as Granton got. Prince Tandar joined in, jumping onto a bench, sword in hand. For the first time Tohmas had heard, Tandar made his voice sound like it belonged to a prince.

			“Charger! Stand down! Prince Kelland is dead. Get used to it!”

			There was silence from the far end of the clearing for a long moment. Tohmas quietly put down the table, thinking about SoulBurner, but Kitable was still too close.

			As the pause drew out, Tandar looked up at Tohmas. “Let me have them. It’s a misunderstanding.”

			Tohmas strenuously smiled. “Justice in Trulin is your right as kingsman, Tandar. They are yours unless you want rid of them. Then they become my problem.”

			Tandar turned back to the attackers. “Put away your weapons,” he commanded. “We will sort this out. We are all loyal to Trulin after all.”

			It took another dozen heartbeats before there was movement, but when the men stood at the back, it was with weapons extended or sheathed. Tandar left his place at the front to talk to the strangers, and Kitable dropped his wall to let him go.

			The way Carsh flinched made it clear another spell had gone up as soon as the first one had been dropped. Tohmas did not feel any more vulnerable.

			Soon the rest of the spells either expired or were extinguished, and the protectors moved in. Tohmas relayed his command to let Tandar deal with the attackers, then waited for them to sort themselves out. At length, Tandar came forward once more. Him retaking his seat seemed to signal the end of the ordeal. The angry Trullers left, and the rest of the guests returned.

			“Tandar,” Tohmas asked before the celebrant could say anything, “could you invite Charger Granton to dinner?”

			The prince, soon-to-be kingsman, cocked an eyebrow at him. “Not enough excitement for one day?”

			“From a whimsical point of view, I would like him to get a chance to talk to the guardians and kingsmen and see if they can change his mind. From a practical point of view, I would rather he doesn’t show up somewhere I don’t expect him.”

			Tandar nodded in agreement, and Tohmas went back to getting married.
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			There had been little Sedgan could do about the intrusion on the wedding, but his best contribution was keeping Loni from throwing herself at the Trullers who had interrupted her champion’s wedding. It was hard to say if the trained soldiers or the celebrant would have emerged from a confrontation, but Sedgan did not want to know the answer. Loni could be a respectable force, but when she was enraged, she was impossible to reason with. Having her slaughter the Trullers would not do well for the peace King Tohmas was founding.

			Once Prince Tandar settled the matter, the celebrants returned to overseeing the wedding.

			Loni sneered, scoffing as the bride and groom swapped bracelets. “Who told him to do that anyway?” she grumbled.

			“The exchange of bracelets is tradition, Celebrant. It used to be a sign of trust. In older days, black magic could be used on the hair of the bracelets, but now—”

			“Not that!” she snapped with a pout. “Fall in love! Who told him to fall in love? Most inconsiderate!”

			Sedgan could only roll his eyes. Lust was the Goddess Inac’s domain, but love belonged to Ocea. As a Celebrant of Inac, he had no use for love, but he understood it was common.

			“Most people don’t control when they fall in love or to whom. Does that make them lucky or unlucky, I wonder?” he mused.

			She frowned with her arms crossed. “Well, I did not give him permission!”

			“He doesn’t need your permission,” Sedgan pointed out.

			Loni fixed him with one of her grins, which was gaining notoriety through the camp. It sent a thick shiver down his spine. “Yes, he does,” she hissed, each word heavy.

			When she left, Sedgan dared not follow. It was unlikely that her departure went unnoticed, but he hated to think what the sudden departure of both Celebrants to Inac would do for rumors. Praying she would not get into too much trouble while his back was turned, he instead focused on the wedding and pretended nothing was amiss about her storming off.

			For some reason, her final words lingered with him, and he promised himself he would keep a closer eye on her. He had lost track of her before, only to find her suspiciously close to the king’s tent. Still, Wisavi Kitable confirmed that she had never been with the king, which was a comfort. But Loni was a prostitute of impressive skill. Sedgan would not have been surprised if Tohmas himself had enjoyed her company.

			Tohmas has a wife now, Sedgan thought. Let Arnika Trulin deal with the king’s needs. How could Loni sneak past that?

			A troubling thought followed. How would Inac? Ocea, Inac’s milder sister, was now showing power. Like Loni, Sedgan found the prospect a little unsettling. Tohmas had always been a proud follower of Inac before. He was now divided.

			The thought stayed with him like a bad omen as the ceremony completed, and they were declared husband and wife. Kingsman Tandar came up to take his oath next, which Sedgan officiated over.

			Every word was correct. It was done.
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			After the newest kingsman gave his oath, Carsh was delighted to find out there was a party. It sounded much like a Rydan victory celebration, making Carsh feel a bit more at home. Esparans had rules about mistakes during oaths, but neither Tohmas nor the Truller made any errors, and everyone seemed happy when the two men knocked fists. Finally, they could have some fun.

			Lance had warned them that, according to tradition, no further drink would be served after the groom drank his cup to the bottom. As a result, every man at the table did their utmost to see that the king’s cup was never empty. Even Tohmas must have been starting to feel the drink by the time night fell.

			The women sat at a table apart from their men, swapping stories in place of drinks. At Tohmas’ new wife’s insistence, Shimmer Weaver had been invited, which meant a caster was present. Even Wisavi Kitable had said he trusted the dancer from Fixer City, and that was enough to make Carsh relax a little. Besides, the wisavi seemed to be keeping an eye on her, and Carsh knew he could trust Kitable to keep unwanted casters in their place.

			The women left just after nightfall, and Tohmas watched them go with hunger in his eyes. The men worked to give the women a head start, managing to keep the king with them for another candle before he finally grabbed his cup and swallowed every last drop in a single gulp. Like those who spotted it, Carsh made a point of refilling his cup as Tohmas drank. The moment Tohmas’ empty cup hit the table, servants removed the pitchers and jugs.

			Wearing his new bracelet, Tohmas rose and went out. Carsh, still aware of his duty as prime protector and, more importantly, Tohmas’ friend and brother, followed.

			The bracelet, Carsh had to admit, looked familiar on Tohmas’ wrist because Tohmas had once worn the grass bracelets of the Outlands. Still, the thinner braid was not quite big enough or noisy enough to properly replace the symbols he had left behind. Now, Carsh wondered if his blood brother would ever take the grass bracelets back up. No Esparans knew of his upbringing as Rydan. It would seem odd to them.

			After a short walk, Tohmas stopped at his tent’s entrance and examined the plank of wood he had erected outside it. During the wedding preparations, someone had painted the wood with the green and silver tree crest of Galanth. The silver tree seemed to catch Tohmas’ attention as he passed it in the moonlight.

			Although they often could tell precisely what the other was thinking, Carsh felt left behind. For once, the Rydan could not even be certain his brother knew he was still there, but Carsh decided that was because he was superfluous. He took it as a sign to leave.

			Darcina would be asleep by now, but she was used to his arrival at night. If she thought no one else was awake, she might not even bother putting up a fight. Most nights, that would have disappointed him, but tonight he hoped she would be calm, maybe even loving. It had been almost three years since he had requested that Chief Tamv spare her, and Tohmas’ marriage had reminded Carsh of his anniversary. He wanted to spend the night with Darcina to celebrate.

			As he moved along the moonlight toward the Rydan side of camp, Tohmas finally decided not to bother knocking on the plank and entered his tent.

			[image: ]

			Gannon sat forward and rubbed his eyes. The Scry in front of him kept perfect shape despite his distraction. He could sleep and hold the spell, but who would watch what it saw if he slept? And it wouldn’t do for the Watching Circle to catch him sleeping on the job.

			He had to remind himself that being a part of the Watching Circle, one of only two Circles in all of Wanter, was a great honor. However, days of sitting and watching had removed much of the luster from the otherwise prestigious post.

			The Tainted Circle was broken and had been since the spring before. Unlike the Circles of Wanter, the Tainted Circle did not appoint members; they seemed to hope for one to stumble into their gathering blindly. Years, if not decades, could pass between new members. A completed Circle was, as a result, rare. It might be another century before it reformed.

			And he, with the rest of the Watching Circle, would sit and watch for it, just in case.

			And he would be bored for every moment of the long and useless chore. 

			“Might be faster just to kill them all,” Gannon grumbled into the empty cavern. The other six members were already home in Wanter. With no Tainted Circle complete, they took turns keeping the Scry open. Of course, that meant the lowest rank had to watch the most. As far as Gannon knew, Rean, the Voice of the Circle, was not even taking a turn.

			But the danger of being caught not paying attention to the Scry kept Gannon honest. Here, an old woman in bird feathers. There, a man with a long beard and a white pelt over his shoulder. There, a thin man with a hooked nose and a hat of hawk feathers…

			Six impossible disruptions to magic, somehow mixing their magic with Wanter’s.

			He was still staring at the Scry, moving it from Circle member to Circle member, when Yonny arrived through the portal from Wanter.

			Like Gannon, Yonny had a focus gem set in his forehead and wore the ribbon robes of the Circle. They would earn another ribbon for every year they served. As the youngest, Gannon’s robe had the fewest and thickest ribbons.

			To allow Yonny to take over, Gannon anchored the Scry to a spot on the ground outside of his defenses. Letting go of the Scry was like finally closing his eyes after staring at the sun. The buzz of magic did not leave him—his spells were a constant comfort—but releasing the Scry at least allowed him to turn his gaze away and blink without feeling guilty.

			Yonny took a seat on the cavern’s rough ground with a self-satisfied grin, adjusting the cushion he had brought. Usually, the Seat of Divination in the Circle never wasted an opportunity to mock Gannon. Has he not found a reason yet, or…

			Yonny’s grin grew with each passing moment, and Gannon’s curiosity would not allow him to leave without finding out why.

			“Why exactly are you so pleased?”

			Yonny would have to keep watch for twenty days now without rest. It was shorter than Gannon’s twenty-five days, but it should not have been met with such enthusiasm.

			“Can’t read my mind?” Yonny replied.

			With no patience remaining after his long vigil and having little when dealing with Yonny, even under good circumstances, Gannon narrowed his eyes on the divination master. Most focus gems would change colors depending on the user’s thoughts—a strange side effect no one understood—but Gannon was the Seat of Thought in the Circle, and he could control what thoughts the gem accessed. In this case, the gem stayed pure, brilliant blue, not showing his annoyance.

			“Could if I wanted to,” Gannon replied, his voice tense. “Of course, Rean might be mad if I yank your smug thoughts through your nostrils.”

			Yonny’s smile vanished. Gannon felt more than one spell pulse nearby like the flexing of muscles.

			But Yonny did not lash out. Instead, proving he was in a far better mood than Gannon had expected, Yonny’s lip twitched only once as he turned back to the Scry. “You crude Shantanese,” he grumbled. “Always about brute force. No finesse.”

			There was no point in trying to prove Yonny wrong. Thought magic, Gannon’s strength by far, was all about finesse, but it could be used roughly to great effect, just like any element or domain of magic. 

			Feeling his question about Yonny’s sanguine mood would go unanswered and was not worth the headache to chase, Gannon headed for the portal, only to pause at the sound of Yonny’s laughter.

			He refused to turn around but paused long enough to hear Yonny say, “My divinations say the time is coming. We will have to act before my watch is over. I alone will be witness to…”

			Knowing every word was an attempt at goading his temper, Gannon forced his feet to carry him forward. The moment he was through the portal, Yonny’s voice was too far away to be heard.

			Gannon paused in the portal room on the other side, taking a moment to lean against one wall. If Yonny was right, which he usually was when it came to divinations, then the Tainted Circle would reform soon. The Watching Circle would be needed once more.

			They could not allow the contaminated blood of the World of the Tainted to stain their magic. Any who touched the powers had to be killed.

			Would slaying one suffice? It had not taken long for the Tainting Circle to replace its missing member. Gannon thought he would push for the death of all Tainted Circle members should the situation arise. He had no desire to go tromping back to the World of the Tainted unnecessarily.

			He decided to find somewhere to rest. He would need his energy for when the Watching Circle called him again.

		


		
			​Chapter 2

			The attending women changed Arnika out of the dress, bathed her, perfumed her, and dressed her in finely woven bedclothes. The tent felt foreign for the first time since Arnika had settled into it. When it was time for the women to go, Arnika huddled on the cot with the blankets pulled over her knees, trying to stop shuddering.

			There had been a dozen women helping, primarily friendly faces from Trulin, but the one face that seemed to most recognize Arnika’s unease was the Lady Mother of Arnika’s now-husband.

			Lady Fayela shooed out all the women once Arnika was ready, then paused at the exit. She made half-movements more than once as if having something more to say. Her delay was just long enough for Arnika to gather up the courage and whisper, “I’m scared.”

			Like a herding dog listening for the whistle, Fayela was immediately at the foot of her bed.

			“Thank the gods!” she said as she came to sit at Arnika’s feet. “I had feared you had forgotten all emotion! You said not a word! I was worried!”

			Lady Fayela gently rubbed Arnika’s ankle, reminding Arnika of her mother who had also done that to soothe her after nightmares or heartbreaks. Arnika, not for the first time, wished her mother was alive to see the wedding and be the one to comfort her. It was strange to accept kindness from her husband’s mother, but Arnika needed the support. Any loving mother would do.

			“I should never have agreed to this,” Arnika confessed. “I don’t know what I’m doing! I don’t know how to be a wife. What if he is mean? What if I make a mistake?

			“Easy, child,” the mother said. “Do not think you are the only woman to face marriage with uncertainty.”

			“You know him best. Will he—?”

			Lady Fayela put up her hand gently, and Arnika’s words dropped off. As she pulled a blanket over Arnika’s knees, Lady Fayela’s gentle smile faded to a thin line. “I do not know him well at all, dear child.”

			Arnika’s heart skipped with confusion. “But you are his mother!”

			“I have learned more about him these last cycles than in all the years before.” Her stare was distant for a long moment, her expression becoming grim. At length, she shook her head lightly and again tucked in the blanket around Arnika’s hip. “What matters is that he needs me, and he needs you. We will temper the fire in him and forge a leader for Espar unlike any in history. I am here for that, my child. I cannot even say I knew who he was before. But I know him now. You will come to know him as well.” Her smile was slow in returning. “Do not fear. None of us know what we are doing, especially not in the bedroom. A man might think he knows, but I assure you, he will be as lost as you! All the rules change when you have a new lover.”

			Lover, Arnika thought. He had promised not to touch her without permission and thus far had striven to hold to that oath. But would he even ask? She couldn’t stop him if he chose not to abide by it.

			“Be assured, you are in good hands,” Fayela added. “He loves you. That will take care of you.” Fayela sighed wistfully. “He will either be just as confused as you, or more likely, he will be too terrified to step a toe out of place.”

			Arnika nodded, her chin pressed to her knees, and she closed her eyes as she received a final kiss on her forehead. When Arnika opened her eyes, the Lady Mother had left, and Arnika was alone in the lamplight.

			She nearly cried. The man she had dealt with thus far had been very different from the one she had believed was invading Trulin. Which was real? What if the one she had accepted had been a lie? The thought petrified her.

			When Tohmas Galanth, King of Espar, finally arrived, Arnika’s tears had still not fallen. Clinging to what Fayela had said about love, she forced herself to stand. She didn’t love him, but she’d seen glimmers of what she assumed was his love in their interactions. Tonight, she would learn if it was real.

			He kept his eyes down and moved softly. Without a word, he took to pulling off his chain and leather armor. Seeing the arrangement of the clasps was the same as Trulin armor, Arnika moved to assist.

			In the shadows of Inac’s lamp on the altar, King Tohmas flinched away from her. His voice was soft when he said, “You don’t have to do that.”

			Arnika’s voice was a whisper. “I am your wife now. I am trying to act like one.”

			As he faced the altar, Arnika could not see his smile, but she heard it in his voice. “Most princes’ wives don’t know anything about armor anymore,” he teased.

			She reached for the next tie, and he remained still, allowing her to remove his shoulder guard.

			“My father used to punish my brother by taking away his servants so he could not go out and play his war games,” she said. “So Anga taught his little sister how to assist with armor.”

			As Arnika pulled the leather chest plate clear, the king seemed sad. A moment of silence lingered between them.

			“I am sorry for the pain I caused you, my lady,” he finally said.

			For the last quartercycle, she had been “fair lady.” At last, she was “my lady.” If he kept his oath, she would be his only lady too.

			He was not apologizing for Anga’s death, as even Arnika could see why her brother had died, but Tohmas seemed to regret it genuinely. Strange as it seemed, it all felt years old although she knew it had been only a mooncycle. Too much had happened for the grief to be fresh, and she thought she understood the circumstances well enough now to appreciate that Tohmas had tried to spare Anga for as long as possible.

			Did he mean it, his regret? She couldn’t tell if he was lying and could not decide if that was because he had never lied to her or because he was very good at it.

			“It was war, and Anga was stupid about it. We are moving on now,” Arnika told him. Her new mother-in-law’s words replayed in her mind: He needs you. We will temper the fire in him.

			Placing the armor to dry overnight with the rest of his belongings, she reached for his belt.

			He retreated a step, his hands raised in surrender. “I swore I would not touch you.”

			Shocking herself, Arnika answered swiftly. “And I swore to carry your heir. We cannot both hold to our oaths.” It was her wedding night, after all. “I…” was the only thing she could say at first, but closing her eyes and taking a few breaths let her finish, “I permit you. Just…” It was her turn to be shy, and she lowered her head. “Just please be gentle.”

			For a man who held a sword like it had been grown in his palm, the touch of his hand on her chin was remarkably soft. He lifted her chin gently. As she wondered what she was supposed to do next, he leaned forward and kissed her.

			Warm lips pressed against her mouth, sending a shudder down her spine. Tears formed in her eyes, but no longer tears of fear. The sensation of his lips, slightly parted, against hers made every muscle in her chest shiver. New feelings rose from a place behind her navel but had little chance to build before he pulled away, although he held a finger under her chin.

			“I would never harm you,” he whispered. The hand under the chin moved to trace the lines of her face, then fell away content.

			Her lips still moist from the kiss, her voice trembled. “Kiss me again like that?”

			He grinned, a spark flashing in his eyes. He placed a kiss, like a tease, on her cheek before gliding his hand down her neck and spine, stopping at the small of her back.

			“I can do better than that,” he said. Heeding her request, he kissed Arnika softly before leading her to the cot they were to share.

			[image: ]

			After the wedding celebration, Darknim DoomDragon, Kingsman of Tanble and leader of the Northlander people, went home. He was not as drunk as most of the men he left behind, partially because he found drinking upset his innards recently and partially because he was too old to carry on like a pup without regretting it the day after. Besides, he convinced himself, Tiki had been left with Layla all day; the new mother would need rest.

			His tent was of the traditional kind, whalebones and seal pelts, but it was the only one. Most of the Northlanders had happily accepted Tohmas’ new cotton and wood posts tents as they were easier to carry and repair. They had even started traditionally personalizing the tents, only now decorated with dyes instead of beads and bark.

			It was one of many things the Northlanders had embraced: swords instead of spears, helmets instead of hoods, wood carvings instead of bone… the list was extensive. Although the Northlanders did not wholly forget the traditional ways, Darknim’s people were adaptable and would not refuse things just because they were new. This was especially true if the new ways proved to be better. It was, and always had been, a matter of survival.

			Even in the limited moonlight, it was clear that a group of people was waiting for him when he arrived home. The moonlight would not have been enough to recognize the people, but DoomDragon’s sight naturally revealed magic. The softly-glowing shapes of a wolf and an owl were among the people gathered. Sure enough, he easily made out how Ela’s shroud of owl feathers ruffled when she shifted her weight, and the presence of the wolfskin draped over Tril’s shoulders despite the warm evening.

			“Elder Ela and Elder Tril,” he said, bowing in Esparan fashion, thinking it ironic, “I am honored.” To Tril, he added, “You have returned rapidly.” Elder Ela led the Circle of the Raven, but Darknim knew well that Tril had gone north to seek another Circle member, as the Circle of the Raven had lost a member to a wizard’s attack. The other lost Aspects had been rediscovered in his absence, new animal spirits fusing with their powerful counterparts. Elder Cark had continued the Northlander trend of accepting the new southern things by taking a horse as an Aspect. However, finding another Northlander capable of Aspecting was a different matter. As a Circle could remain incomplete for decades, if not centuries, no one had been expecting much from Elder Tril in his quest north.

			But Tril did not seem to have returned alone. Darknim was hopeful.

			Two women and two boys were with the elders. It was not until DoomDragon guessed the boys’ ages that he paused. The Circle and its Aspects dropped from his head completely.

			“You found them,” he breathed with a smile, trying to make out their faces in the shadows. The remaining visitors were two mothers and their sons. One had a hand on the shoulder of a boy about eight, and the other stood behind her six-year-old.

			“May I present your sons?” Elder Tril said. “The younger is Tek, and the elder is Dant.”

			It was hard to make out the details of any of the four before him now, but he had seen just enough to recognize the women. He could not stop himself from smiling at the memories of warm affection beneath the pelts in the latest years of conquest and war.

			Addressing them formally, knowing they had been years apart, he asked, “Do these two have fathers who have taken them in?”

			His older lover, Calia, replied, “We knew them to be sons of the Dragon. No other would do. They have no fathers.”

			“And would you have me take them?” A family was about loyalty and love. If these two women were tired of him, he would not blame them. Was he a good father? Had he ever been? All of his other sons had died at young ages. Was this a punishment that would be forced on the two children because of him? Would they believe him cursed? He was getting too old for child-rearing.

			“We would be honored to have you named their father, DoomDragon,” Bea answered this time from her place behind Tek, and he quickly remembered her voice. She had been known for singing like a nightingale. It was a sound he would be happy to hear again.

			“Would you have me take them, knowing I am no longer the DoomDragon?” he pressed. “The Circle is broken. There is no…”

			Elder Tril suddenly shook on his feet until the only thing keeping him up was his hold on a new walking stick. The faint orange wolf whimpered and looked on like a friend unable to help. The motion made Darknim turn and what he saw made him look twice.

			Sitting on a nearby water trough was a firedrake, the small, swift cousin of the larger dragons. As only red and black dragons had blood that boiled hot enough to tempt the ice of the north, DoomDragon had glimpsed only the dangerous full dragons before. Seeing the thin silhouette of the dog-sized firedrake startled him.

			The curious beast perched along the thin edge of the trough with its tail floating in the water. He was confident there were plenty of streams and ponds in the area, and he did not know why a wild animal would come so close to people for a drink.

			Without thought, Darknim moved toward the trough, surprised when the firedrake calmly awaited his approach. Once he was within reach, Darknim placed a hand under the beast’s chin, and the creature sighed.

			He caught the collapsing body as it toppled from the water trough, but there was no life in it. He caught it, holding the limp body across his arms.

			“I have…” he stuttered in confusion.

			“He is with you now, DoomDragon,” Tril explained in a shaking voice that matched his quivering body. As he turned, Darknim understood further.

			His eyesight was different. Where once the moon’s shadows had been difficult to penetrate, every hint of light was amplified to a brilliant white. A new part of his mind was waking and interpreting the vision by filling in the grey with shapes, and soon Darknim could see clear lines to Tril’s face and each feather in Elder Ela’s coat. He could even see the expressions of surprise on his sons’ faces.

			The contrast was clearer by a hundredfold, and that was not the only change.

			He felt lighter and faster, and his heart beat more quickly. He was cold suddenly, and the furs around him were not enough in the warm night. Even his skin tickled strangely.

			“Complete again,” Elder Ela said into her shawl of feathers, her voice like a hoot. “For how long, I wonder.”

			Again, Tril shuttered, and Darknim saw the colorful shades of visions darting to and from the divination master of the Circle.

			“Long enough,” Tril answered. “Claim your sons, DoomDragon that is once more,” the elder insisted. “Then join us at the Circle. You are the final elder we sought.”

			Darknim DoomDragon, who had once been nothing more than a hunter in the vast stretches of the Northlands, felt the body in his arms go heavy as the last of the spirit passed into his consciousness. Like a bird, the firedrake seemed to perch in a corner of Darknim’s mind to make a nest, chirping to him amicably. It was a welcoming, familiar sound, and one Darknim at once felt he had been missing all his life. He had been seeking family, and now he had it.

			Taking in the two boys and their mothers, he swore to be a good father and give the boys all they needed, then took them to meet their half-sister and adopted brother within. Among friends and family, the little firedrake sharing Darknim’s mind curled up contently and sighed in relief. He had come a long way, Darknim knew, and was tired. Now, he could rest. Now, at last, he had found his flock.

			Once the children were sleeping and the women were weaving together and exchanging stories about him, Darknim found his way to the Circle’s hut. The frozen pool waited for him when he ducked into the structure and left his axe at the door, for the first time a participant instead of an observer.
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			Gannon came out of the portal from Wanter unsteadily. Someone had conjured the portal a step higher in the World of the Tainted, dropping his foot unexpectedly down by a hand’s breadth. He stumbled against a pillar of stone, where the ribbons of his robes turned up a cloud of dust to make him sneeze.

			It was not the kind of entrance a member of the Watching Circle wanted to make, but the others were busy around the pool, and either did not notice him or ignored him.

			He took a moment to brush off his robes before joining them. Yonny had been right; he cursed as he made his way over to them and the steaming pool. If he was being summoned, the Tainted Circle had reformed.

			As he took his place at the southwest edge, Gannon became keenly aware of his age. He had passed his fortieth year and had none of Rean or Gilan’s wrinkles. Likewise, he had no children like Fantorn or Yonny; though, none would have expected him to for a hundred years more. That he had earned his ribbons just out of school was an impressive feat, but among these elders, he often was made to feel the fool. Still, every Circle had to have a new graduate among them. Without them, the continuity of the two Circles of Wanter would be interrupted. That meant the Watching Circle was stuck with him.

			There was no Linking today, which was a relief. Linking allowed them all, with a thought, to point out all the things he was overlooking and why a young man such as him could never understand what was going on as well as they could. The fact that they each had twenty-five or more years spent among the Circle did not seem to humble them at all.

			“The Tainted Circle has been completed again,” he was informed by Yonny’s deep bass voice, often a surprise to hear from the thin man. Yonny had been in Gannon’s place twenty-five years before, making him the youngest of the others, but he seemed determined to pass along the same disregard and disrespect he had endured.

			“Stop gloating,” Gannon replied. Pre-empting the rest of Yonny’s boasting, he added, “I take it you saw it?”

			“You left your shift but three days ago,” Fantorn snidely commented from Gannon’s left. “Of course, he saw it.” The woman had a permanent scowl, which had added years to her face despite her attempts to streak her hair in a younger style. Her personality matched her element well; as the Seat of Force, she was blunt and aggressive. The gems beside her eyes flashed a dark red in her mood. Even focus gems as small as hers magnified powers, but they came with a cost; emotions were easily revealed. Gannon assumed his was flashing an orange-yellow, showing his irritation. He’d made no effort to hide it.

			Gannon took his place at the mark of thought element and adjusted his robes once more. “I meant,” he pressed, “what was seen? Did you have Spell Sight active? Are we any closer to understanding this strange mix of magic?”

			From Fantorn’s left, Yonny rolled his eyes dramatically. “I practice divination above all else, and you wonder if I had Spell Sight up?” 

			“Nothing was seen,” Rean said, interrupting the feud from the north seat of the circle. The older woman turned her scowl on each of the younger members, making them hold their tongues by the force of her glare. “The taking of an animal’s life force is an example of their Tainted magic. It is not visible to us. We must break their Circle again.”

			That much was a given. The Watching Circle’s only purpose on the World of the Tainted was to monitor and control the use of magic, magic once inherited from forbidden bloodlines. The presence of a Circle, much like the two in Wanter, had been a curiosity until they recognized that this Circle, despite being composed of precisely the same combination of elements and domains as the Watching Circle, was profoundly different.

			Nothing could explain or duplicate the animal spirits that were tied without magical bindings to the Circle members here. Their efforts to understand this phenomenon had revealed the presence of what they now called “Tainted magic.”

			When channeled in isolation, Tainted magic could destroy all wizard powers. That in itself had initially made them consider abandoning the research. Still, when Tainted Circle revealed itself to be a fusion of both powers, Wanter had commanded the Watching Circle remain. They would not let the pilfered powers be perverted.

			“Shall we call on that Tainted man again? The one in the north? He can attack them without revealing us.”

			Gannon could not even remember the man’s name as their interaction had been so insignificant. Thanks to his skill with thought magic, Gannon had been included in all their dealings, but both visits with the stranger had been short. They had given him a spell to help him break the Circle. Because he had already been plotting the demise of the Tainted Circle, they had needed nothing more.

			“He has inconvenienced us by dying,” Fantorn said. The gems by her eyes flickered mischievously. “Killed by Kitable.”

			The name sounded distantly familiar to Gannon, but the way Fantorn watched Rean for a reaction made him think this was another caster from the Tainted world the Circle had dealt with before.

			“Then why not get this Kitable to break the Tainted Circle for us?” Gannon asked when no one else spoke. The rest, by their pensive frowns, seemed to know the character in question, but Gannon’s service on the Circle was barely four years old, and he did not recognize “Kitable,” except that he suspected someone had mentioned the name once.

			A binding reached out to him. He deliberately forced down his defensive shields. Ironically, it was a thought spell, and he could have tied it into knots or obliterated it easily. Instead, knowing he was among allies, he accepted sharing his mind for the moment.

			The binding was from Gilan, the eldest of the group but had served the Circle for less time than his lover, Rean. The two often worked together, and Gannon suspected Gilan was explaining on Rean’s behalf. The man standing on Rean’s left had a calm blue gem set in his forehead, although it was nearly lost under the creases of his brow. At least the blue meant he was calm and kind.

			Kitable, Gilan explained in a thought, was observed some years ago. He had developed a new form of casting, which was assessed and rejected by Wanter. We approached him because of his skill, but he chased off messengers.

			A Tainted caster chased off a member of the Watching Circle? Gannon thought back with emphasis for effect. They are not even real wizards!

			He was highly suspicious of all contact, Gilan calmly replied, and we decided he was not valuable enough to pursue.

			So he had put up a small fight, and the Circle had gotten bored of it, Gannon translated. Still, to have argued effectively with the Watching Circle was interesting.

			The full Linking came through, and Gannon again pulled aside his defenses to allow it. Things would move faster now, as they could share thoughts evenly and not waste time speaking aloud.

			In a blink, Gannon understood that Kitable had allied himself with the Tainted Circle. From Yonny, Gannon saw the first breaking off the Circle and the injuries Kitable had suffered trying to prevent the death of the Tainted Circle’s members. That was where he had heard the name: the other tainted caster had mentioned him. Kitable had wounded their previous agent. Another flash of divination showed one of the Circle members, a man wearing a wolf pelt, sitting with Kitable, sharing a cup of tea, further solidifying their relationship.

			His immediate thought, seen by all the Circle, was to wonder how a wizard could be friends with someone who channeled Tainted power. His second was wondering if Kitable even knew.

			The universal answer was “no,” but there were no visions to prove it. It felt as though the Watching Circle had all assumed the Tainted caster would not know because they thought him too stupid to notice.

			The thoughts moved to their new purpose. They had to break the Tainted Circle, and it would be easiest to do it soon. They would attack three Tainted at once in hopes of capturing or killing at least one. Two Watching Circle members would go against each of the three targets. The first target was the newest member, the man bound to a firedrake, as he would be the most unfamiliar with his powers and, thus, the easiest to kill. The confidence of that determination offended Gannon mildly. The second target was the feather-dressed leader of the Tainted Circle because they knew the leadership would be more difficult to replace. Following that, they targeted the man they had come to believe was the leader’s replacement: the man with the wolf pelt.

			Gannon was to go after the current leader of the Tainted Circle, for the woman’s element was thought; Gannon had to keep her powers at bay. While pure Tainted magic was a threat in all its forms, all previous observations had indicated that the Tainted Circle did not know how to separate their magic or manifest it well. The Watching Circle contained the most proficient casters of the domains and elements. It would be simple.

			The image that entered Gannon’s mind made Gannon laugh aloud. His adversary, surely, was older than even Gilan! Her bent frame was covered with pelts and feather coats, but it was easy to see she was frail. He was tempted to let her go, figuring she would be dead before the end of the year regardless of what he did.

			She is indeed ill, came Yonny’s specific thought, but she is getting aid. In demonstration, Yonny showed Gannon the vision of a red-haired man in colorful clothes handing the woman herbs. You can track her down that way.

			Their plans set, the Linking dropped. Gannon pulled his defenses back into place.

			“Be quick,” Rean insisted as the one who would be monitoring them all. “If we can take them to Wanter, we will do so. If we must slay them, so be it.”

			There was the hope, Gannon knew from the residual thoughts of the Circle, that not killing a member would prevent them from being replaced, and they were all looking forward to having one of the hybrids to investigate. There was much about their way of casting they did not understand.

			Paired with Gilan’s fire magic, Gannon left the Circle to kill Elder Ela.
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			After watching the army pass through the town of Newar, Anrive retook his place in the square. His mind was buzzing as he tried to focus on splitting the stones brought down from the mountain. He was meant to be a quarryman by trade, but paying attention to his supposed job was impossible after witnessing the second army passing through Newar.

			The Gaidolon forces had moved north earlier without their prince a mooncycle ago, crossing the bridge in long formations. It was no secret they had marched north to aid Trulin in defeating the renegade Prince Tohmas, who was rumored to be attempting to conquer all of Espar. But this morning he’d seen both Prince Dorakon and men wearing red and blue, the colors of the Princedom of Damoria, also march across the bridge. That surprised and shook Anrive. How dire was it that Prince Dorakon was needed with his soldiers? And he had brought Damorians with him. This was unprecedented; Damoria and Gaidol had never been allies before. All the unconquered princedoms had rallied against Prince Tohmas, and now that included Damoria too. 

			Includes everyone except for Nothor, Anrive reminded himself. Nothor, Gaidol’s traditional ally, had retreated south across the bridge a quartercycle earlier. The bridge leading into Trulin was wearing thin from all the feet crossing it.

			He would have to tell the family. His father needed to know as soon as…

			“If you don’t like it, you can tell the prince yourself,” a voice said, catching Anrive’s attention. He knew the voice: High Guardsman Craddock. The crooked-nosed man had been transferred into Newar a year prior, coinciding with when Prince Tohmas had passed through on his way north to fight Northlanders. Anrive had theories about how the two events were connected. Now, it fell to Craddock to defend all of Gaidol; this would be the route in.

			“I’m just saying it can’t be done easily,” the bookkeeper objected.

			Anrive invented a chore to fetch water and
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