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1

Smoke spirit? Embril wondered as she set aside Aganad’s Creatures Beyond Skein and reviewed the notes she had taken. The thing that attacked Giorge was an ice spirit. Iata put it there in case the curse failed. Did she put a smoke spirit there, too?

She shook her head. Aganad said they had opposing natures: Smoke is a mix of fire and earth, and ice is a mix of air and water. Iata had mastered ice magic.

Did someone else summon it?

She frowned and fought back the image of Angus—

No, she firmly decided. It was not after Giorge; it was after Angus. Who would send it after him? Why would they do it?

The king?

She frowned at her notes over Orwald’s A History of Kings and Wizards. Orwald had noted a union between Hamarab, the son of a former (unnamed) Grand Master of Borag, and Agilla, King Bor’s granddaughter. While he outlined their lineage up to his time, he had made a passing comment about Sardach. Agilla had died in childbirth and:


Sardach’s gray-black form settled in around the newborn babe like a warm, smoky blanket. The eerie fire in its keen eyes burned into all who had witnessed it, and its menacing touch smoldered in them like the warning growl of a mother bear protecting its young. Some say Sardach was the reason for her unnaturally long life.


Why would the king send Sardach after Angus? she wondered. Why would he want Angus to be ripped apart?

She quickly pushed the thought aside and fiercely focused on a more pressing question: Are Sardach and Death’s Shadow the same thing? Was Elibab Hamarab’s ancestor? She turned to what Dannenbau had written about the creature:


Elibab created a stone of immense power and concealed it to avoid having it confiscated during The Taming. He then placed a powerful Compulsion curse upon his line, forcing each generation’s first born to look for it. The curse’s insatiable obsession grows until the stone is found or its victim is driven to madness and succumbs to it.

Elibab wanted the stone to be found and its power to be used, so he summoned a creature of smoke to protect his line and offer guidance. That creature has become known as Death’s Shadow, and there are many rumors about it. Most of those rumors are false: Death’s Shadow is neither a harbinger of death nor a messenger from the gods; it is simply a creature from the realm of smoke, albeit a powerful one whose thoughts can infiltrate the minds of others.


She put one finger on the “ab” of “Elibab” and another on the “ab” of “Hamarab.” They could be from the same family if “-ab” refers to a surname. Adding a syllable to the end of a given name is a common practice in the southwestern region of The Western Kingdoms. If I can find the lineage—

She shook her head. It doesn’t matter. They’re both creatures from the realm of smoke. She looked at the notes she had just taken from Aganad’s Creatures Beyond Skein and nodded. They will have the same vulnerabilities. She ran her finger down the list she had compiled as she reread them:


Their power grows when they absorb spells from the spheres of flame and earth. (Do not use them.)

Air magic disperses them without causing lasting harm. The more powerful the spell, the longer it will take for them to reconstitute themselves. (Learn Breeze and Wind from Rache. Ask about Vortex and Cyclone.)

Water magic saps their strength, but they will recover from it. The most powerful spells may make them vulnerable to other forms of attack. (Mom’s scrolls. Prime for Deluge and Waterspout.)

Ice magic harms them, and the most powerful spells may kill them. (Find out how the cook makes ice. Research other spells.)

Only spells that destroy everything can destroy these creatures.

Obliteration will do it. (Find Angus’s wand!)

Two variants of Desiccation (flame and earth) will remove half of their essence while leaving the other half behind. They will not survive. (Learn this spell!)


Embril scowled angrily at the last note. That thing tore Angus apart, and I’ll do the same to it, she savagely thought as she grabbed the Locator Tome and popped it open. No one can teach me Desiccation. She riffled through it to a fresh page. It was banned in the schools after the Sea of Sand incident. Her lips pressed tightly together as she reached for the knot to activate the book’s spell. But it wasn’t confiscated. There may be a scroll....

2

King Tyr read through the last order, nodded, and handed it back to the scribe without looking at him. He had immaculate penmanship, but his appearance was appalling. No matter how much he bathed before their meetings, his fingers and lips and hair were always stained with ink, and they were such disorderly stains that he couldn’t help but be distracted and nauseated by them. At least he wore carefully groomed clothing and his hair was neatly clipped, but there was nothing to be done about that blasted left eye: It always strayed away from him while the right one stared at his shoulder. And his nose—

The man had a perpetual sniffle, and when he forgot to snort, the mucous—

“Make the requisite copies by daybreak,” King Tyr ordered. “Deliver them to Captain Blanchard when they are ready.”

“I will see to it at once, Sire,” the scribe said through a clogged nasal twang. He bowed and hastened to pack up his equipment.

King Tyr quickly turned back to the appealing symmetry and perfect dimensions of Captain Blanchard’s features, took a grateful-but-brief moment of comfort from them, then said, “I will send Philip for you when I am ready to sign them, Captain. Make sure the messengers are ready to ride after breakfast.”

“Sire,” Captain Blanchard said, turning to follow the scribe as he walked out of the meeting chamber.

King Tyr watched them as they left, then turned back to his desk as Philip walked in. He avoided looking at his manservant until the youth had taken up his customary position at the end of the desk. Then braced himself to tolerate his manservant’s disheveled appearance.

Cobwebs!

He scowled and snapped, “You must cleanse yourself better when you go down there, Philip. You are my manservant, and you must look like it. That scribe will tell everyone about that cobweb clinging to your hair and the muck on your left heel. Bathe if you have to next time. We cannot have them speculating about where you have been.”

“My apologies, Sire,” Philip said, lowering his eyes to stare at his neatly trimmed fingernails.

King Tyr shook his head. If your father hadn’t prepared you to replace him...

But his father had prepared him. For everything. And he had done a masterful job of it. The youth normally had excellent grooming habits, but every time he went below, he forgot about them. He couldn’t allow that to go unnoticed because he couldn’t have anyone wondering where Philip had been. If the kingdom found out about his ties to Him, it would be devastating. Unfortunately, there was nothing to be done about the misaligned ears, the gap in his teeth, the oversized nostrils and too-flat nose, the—

He shook his head to clear it, then sighed. “All right, Philip,” he said, wondering why it was taking the boy so long to adjust to that part of his duties. He performed the others as if he had been born into them, but not that one. “What did he tell you?”

“Sire,” Philip began. “Angus had the coins that were stolen by Typhus. All but one were sold in Hellsbreath and acquired by Dirk. While Angus was incarcerated in Hellsbreath, a fellow inmate claimed to have recognized him as Typhus. That inmate’s name was Bug-Eyed Jake. He is known to have worked with Typhus in the past, and there is a strong resemblance between Typhus and Angus.

“Dirk was aware of the theft and the accusation. He sent a Truthseer to interrogate Angus about Typhus, the coins, and his identity. The Truthseer reported that Angus had found the coins in Blackhaven Tower, had recently left Blackhaven after completing his apprenticeship with Voltari, and had no knowledge of Typhus or where the coins had come from. The Truthseer testified that a mishap with a spell had caused severe memory loss, and Angus was unaware of anything prior to his apprenticeship beginning less than two years ago. However, when pressed, Angus claimed to have been Voltari’s apprentice for nearly three decades, and she had no doubt that he was speaking the truth. The drugs she had used ensured it, and her spell had verified it.”

“He is certain,” King Tyr interrupted, “that Angus has been apprenticed to Voltari for that long?” If he has been, he cannot be a spy, and the encounter with Ortis’s banner was incidental.

“He is confident Dirk’s information is accurate,” Philip answered, “and Fanzool has confirmed this relationship with Voltari.”

“I see,” King Tyr said, tempering his suspicions. “Go on.”

“Due to the rarity and condition of the coins,” Philip continued, “he was convinced they were the ones taken by Typhus. However, he needed confirmation. He sent Fanzool to Blackhaven to speak with Voltari because Fanzool had been Voltari’s apprentice in his youth. Voltari spoke with Fanzool while under the influence of a Veracity spell. Fanzool discovered that a man matching Typhus’s description was killed by Voltari’s sentinel, and the body had been incinerated. His possessions, however, had not been. Fanzool returned to Tyrag with the items Voltari still had, and they were searched. The key was not with them.”

“A moment,” King Tyr interrupted. He quickly reviewed what Mewler had written to make sure there was no mention of the key. Mewler knows Argyle is looking for something, but he doesn’t know what it is. He frowned slightly. Or he did not report it. Either way, I must speak to him to make sure.

“Voltari is an exceptionally powerful wizard,” King Tyr said. “Fanzool is not. Fanzool could have been deceived.”

Philip nodded. “Sardach confirmed the truth of Voltari’s statements, Sire.”

“Sardach?” King Tyr repeated in disbelief. “He sent Sardach with Fanzool?”

“Yes, Sire,” Philip answered. “He said it was the first whisper of Typhus they had heard in nearly two years. He wanted to ensure Fanzool’s success in tracking it.”

“So,” King Tyr mused. “Typhus is dead, and the key remains lost.”

“It would appear so, Sire,” Philip said.

“Appear?” King Tyr sharply repeated. “Explain.”

“Angus took the rest of Typhus’s gear with him, Sire,” Philip said. “The key may have been hidden in Typhus’s breeches, or Angus may have found it. That is why Fanzool and Sardach went after Angus.”

“I see,” King Tyr said. That is why Fanzool tried to bribe Mewler. His eyes narrowed as he considered Mewler’s reports on the banner, on Angus, and on Fanzool’s visit. Mewler knows more about Angus, he concluded. Did he tell Fanzool? Did Fanzool tell him what Argyle was looking for in exchange for it? He nodded slightly. I must bring Mewler to the capital to find out.

“Go on,” he finally said.

“Sire,” Philip nodded. “Voltari told Fanzool that he had been troubled by how Angus’s apprenticeship ended and had used a scrying device to watch Angus until he reached the ruins. While he was there, something happened that prevented his device from seeing Angus. He believed it was because Angus had died in the ruins or had found something that prevented scrying devices from finding him.”

Mewler said he was going to confirm the failure of the scrying, King Tyr noted. How is he doing it? His eyes narrowed slightly. What else has he been pursuing in my name?

“Fanzool and Sardach returned with the information two weeks ago,” Philip continued. “He sent them after Angus to retrieve the rest of Typhus’s possessions and to verify what the Truthseer had told Dirk. He gave them ample resources to bribe the royal scribe for information about Angus that would aid him in his pursuit. It was only after they left that word came of the discovery of the fishmen at The Lake of Scales and Angus’s banner’s role in that discovery. If he had known of their involvement, he would have sent Fanzool to the lake.”

King Tyr nodded, waited for Philip to continue, then asked, “Is that all?”

“Yes, Sire,” Philip said. “Fanzool and Sardach should have arrived in Wyrmwood over a week ago, but he has not yet received word of it. When he does, he will send Rascal.”

Rascal, King Tyr thought, forcing the repulsive image of the man away as soon as it formed. “Very well, Philip,” he said.
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Where is he? Hobart thought as he frowned at the setting sun. It’s been two days. He clamped his teeth together and pushed away the memory of what had happened on the lift, then abruptly turned east and slogged forward along the sharp incline of the mountainside. Slick rocks jutted up through the snow, and many of them gave way when he stepped on them. He slid more than he strode and scrambled more than he perched.

“We need to camp soon,” Ortis said.

Hobart leaned into the incline and thrust his arm out, ready to drop and catch himself again if he slid too far. He’s right, he reluctantly agreed. It’s too dangerous to slide across the slope in twilight. But he was determined to keep looking until then, and that meant climbing the mountain and moving further east.

“Where?” Hobart asked as he paused on a solid patch and gestured at the white expanse of the treeless valley below them. So far, they had found no caves on the crumbling mountainside, and he didn’t expect that to change.

“There,” Ortis said, pointing well ahead of them and upward.

Hobart looked where he pointed and saw nothing, but that didn’t mean there was nothing there. Ortis’s eyes were far better than his own. “What is it?”

“A ledge,” Ortis answered. “It’s wide enough for the tent.”

“We should be able to see the rest of the valley from there,” Hobart said, looking for the best path through the loose rock, ice, and snow. There wasn’t one, so he shrugged to adjust the bundled tent on his back and slogged forward at a sluggish pace.

“If we don’t see him,” Ortis said from behind him, “we’ll have to head back.”

“Why?” Hobart asked, stretching his arms out to steady himself.

“Snow,” Ortis said.

Hobart gritted his teeth as his foot slid a few inches down the slope before finding semi-solid footing. We’ll never find him if it snows, he thought. It will cover up his trail. He scowled slightly. If he left one.

“When?” Hobart abruptly asked to distract him from the unpleasant thought.

“Two days,” Ortis said.

“Two more days to search, then,” Hobart brusquely said.

“You saw how sparse that plateau was,” Ortis said. “We will run out of grain before we reach Dagremon’s.”

The horses, Hobart thought, scowling at the shaky footing between himself and the next almost-level spot. When they reached it, he paused, turned, and said, “All right. If we don’t see any sign of Angus, we’ll turn back.” The idea of leaving a comrade behind rankled him, but this wasn’t like it was in The Borderlands. He had known where to look for his men, there, but Angus—

He can be anywhere, he thought, angrily stomping the snow off his boots before stepping onto the half-hidden rubble-strewn slope. His scowl burned into his half-frozen face. If it took him to Argyle’s—

“We won’t find him,” Ortis echoed his thoughts.

Hobart set his jaw and let the memory haunt him for a few unsettled paces. That thing ripped him apart like a hungry soldier ripping off a chunk of day-old bread. “Argyle wants Typhus, not Angus. It dropped him.” He pulled his foot back and struggled to maintain his balance until he found a better spot for it. “He used the wand.”

“So?” Ortis asked.

Hobart tentatively stepped forward and paused to look back. “He wouldn’t use it up close.”

“Perhaps,” Ortis agreed.

They focused on climbing until they reached the ledge Ortis had seen. It was wide and flat enough for the tent and curled around the mountain to its eastern slope. “This was a road,” Hobart said, putting his mailed hand on the nearly smooth, vertical wall carved into the mountainside.

“Yes,” Ortis agreed as he set the makeshift sled down and scanned the valley.

“See anything?” Hobart asked, reining in the hope and keeping it out of his voice.

Ortis didn’t respond for several seconds, then said, “No.”

“Let’s keep going, then,” Hobart said. “It will be a clear night. We can pitch the tent in the dark if we have to.”

Ortis did not look away from the valley as he said, “We should turn back.”

“He’s part of the banner,” Hobart resolutely said. “We owe it to him.”

“Not to our own peril,” Ortis said. “You know he wouldn’t want that.”

Hobart’s jaw muscles tightened and his eyes narrowed as he fixed them on the pink and purple sunset. Under other circumstances, its beauty would have gladdened him, but not this time: This time, it was the torch igniting the flame of Angus’s funeral pyre. “We heard the wand,” Hobart repeated, his tone defensive, decisive. “He couldn’t have been that far away.”

“Perhaps,” Ortis hedged.

“You heard that thing screech,” Hobart rumbled, breaking into a jog to avoid talking about it anymore. There wasn’t any point to it: They had already said all that needed to be said. “I want to see the east side of this mountain,” he called over his shoulder. The cold air biting through his cloak was nothing compared to the deep chill that settled in his stomach as he grimly finished, “If we don’t find him there, we’ll turn back.”

Giorge is dead. Angus is missing, he thought as he increased to a steady, angry run. There was nothing I could have done to prevent it. His jaw muscles began to ache. But if Angus is on the east side of this mountain, I may save him yet. If I don’t try and he dies...

He ran faster.
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As Voltari watched the rocks shifting position without falling, a slight sense of unease tugged at him. He registered and accepted it, then ignored it without the aid of the mantra. Still, it was a puzzling sensation because there was no cause for it: Giorge’s death was meaningless because he wasn’t really dead, and even if he was, it wouldn’t be unsettling; it would be frustrating. But his plan had not been thwarted—yet. The curse had left, and Giorge would complete Symptata’s task unimpeded. Then—

Voltari pressed his lips firmly together and tapped his chin with his fingertips. The spell worked, he told himself as Giorge’s corpse moved within the rocks and they continued to settle around him. I have not failed.

And yet, his unease was growing.

He frowned slightly. Decades of constant vigilance had instilled in him an unyielding placidity that seldom required reinforcement by the mantra. Momentary lapses of anger or frustration seldom persisted beyond that moment and were easily discarded once they had passed. Occasionally, he needed the mantra’s reminder, but rarely did he need the mantra. The last time had been when Angus had left, and—

The rocks settled into a firmer position and quivered into a near-solid, shivering mass. His unease rapidly grew, and he was forced to recite the mantra to corral it. Only, the mantra failed, and his unease grew more potent, more urgent, more palpable.

What’s wrong? he wondered, squirming uncomfortably as the urge to do something joined the sudden, certain feeling of death approaching. The mantra focused on that feeling and directed his attention to the magic within him. A quick glance told him every strand was as it should be except—

The Binding, he thought in horror. Why is it active?

He studied the cairn and reviewed his agreement with Giorge. It was a simple arrangement, and he had thought it had been fulfilled. He survived the curse, and there is no hint of its magic attached to him. My side of the bargain—

His eyes narrowed as his hands began to shake. His breathing came in soft, well-controlled gasps. His heart raced past the mantra as his mistake solidified. He hasn’t survived it yet, he realized as he stared at the nearly immobile pile. Gasp of Life has arrested his death, but it cannot complete the resurrection until—

He sucked in a sharp breath. I have to help him finish his task.

He resisted the growing urge to grab the strand of magic that would take him to Giorge, but he could not deny the compulsion of the Binding. The quake in his hand fell still as he slowly reached for the mirror and carefully tweaked the strand. He held onto it until the cairn appeared before him, then reluctantly released it—and sunk up to his chest in snow. His discomfort lessened as he plowed through the drift toward the cairn, the snow’s depth rapidly decreasing until it barely covered his calves.

He came to an abrupt stop in front of the cairn, and the subtle clatter of the jiggling rocks fluttered around him like the distant, soothing chitter of a swarm of locusts. He hesitated until the discomfort blossomed into a pressing need, then he reluctantly placed his hand on the first stone. As it dropped silently into the snow, his unease abated, and by the time Giorge’s quivering fingers emerged, it was but a bare whisper. But it did not fully depart until he had uncovered Giorge’s mangled, frozen body.

How do I help him finish it? Voltari thought as he reached for the shuddering, ice-cold shoulder and sought the strand that would return him to Blackhaven. He tweaked it, and by the time his antechamber solidified around him, the fragments of a plan were beginning to congeal.
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Angus half-opened his eyes and looked around without moving. He saw nothing except the peculiar gray glow of sunlight filtered through a thick layer of ice. It was a strange color, one that reminded him of the dark depths of Voltari’s gaze. Only his master’s eyes were a bit darker, a bit deeper, and a bit less sinister than the endless grayness pressing down upon him.

There was something beneath his left hand. It was thin and round and cold and wet and familiar. He wrapped his fingers around it. It was the right size for a quill, but it wasn’t like any quill he had ever used. Quills were smooth. Their surface imperfections were infrequent and random. Complex patterns were etched into the end of the thin cylinder nestled in his grip. The patterns reminded him of—

The wand! He suddenly, fiercely thought. His fingers tightened around it, clinging to it as if it was his last breath.  His eyes snapped fully open. Sardach dropped me, he slowly remembered. I was falling. He lifted the wand. I reached for the magic, and—

A sharp pain rippled through his chest. He gasped and forced himself to calm down. His chest felt like it had been crushed by the unrelenting coils of a giant snake. He began inhaling a tentative deep breath—and had to abandon it long before it could be completed.

Broken ribs?

He slowly lifted his left hand again. It moved easily, painlessly up to his chest, and he dropped it lightly onto his ribs. They felt intact, but—

A sharp pain radiated out from his lower back as he shifted against something hard and jagged beneath him. It had the shape and texture of a burl or a gnarly knot jutting out from the bark of a twisted pine. There was something else beneath him, too: a thick, leafless branch. He tried to shift his weight onto the branch, and overwhelming pain erupted from his right shoulder. A gray fog swam before his eyes, and an agonizing wail echoed up the frozen shaft. He fell still, whimpering softly until the fog cleared and the grating of bone on bone fell silent.

He closed his eyes and focused on forcing the mind-wrenching, debilitating pain away. It’s not a branch, he realized. It’s my arm.

He lay still and tried to wiggle his toes. His right thigh answered with a dull throbbing sensation, but he couldn’t feel his foot. Was it gone? Was it numb, like his arm? It didn’t matter: He had survived a fall that should have killed him. Now—

What happened? he wondered, cautiously lifting his left hand until the movement shifted his position enough for the knot to dig deeper into his back and the shattered shoulder crackled. Sweat threatened to sprout from his brow, and tears welled up in his eyes as the wand that had saved his life—for now—came into focus.

I couldn’t fly, he thought. I was falling. The mountain—

He stared at the wand, trying to remember what he had done with it. I couldn’t fly...

His hand dropped to his chest, and he closed his eyes. He lay still until the pain was a dull, unavoidable ache, then opened his eyes again. He stared up through the smooth, irregular walls of the twisted shaft. It was an ovular, crooked, near-vertical tunnel that ended with distant, diffuse light seeping through a patch of white. It reminded him of the lava tubes he had seen while he was staying in Hellsbreath’s Wizard School.

How did I get down here?

There was something in his hand. He lifted—

I fell, he thought, staring at the convoluted path of the shaft above him. I used the wand because—

I couldn’t fly. It redirected my trajectory, and—

Water trickled down the tunnel’s wall and dripped into the shallow pool at his feet.

I melted it, he realized. My robe—

He lifted his hand to capture the next drip and—

His scream echoed back at him as he settled on the stone shelf that had stopped his descent. When the blinding wave of agony subsided, he opened his eyes and licked his dry lips.

My arm, he thought, feeling it pressing into his back but not feeling his back pressing into his arm. What else?

He secured the wand in his sleeve, and began the slow, careful process of checking his wounds. He started by tentatively probing his chest, fully expecting to find tiny barbs of bone sticking out at odd angles. But there were none.

He frowned. I landed on my right side and tumbled down the slope. My shoulder shattered, and my ribs...

He frowned. “They shattered, too,” he muttered. “I know they did.”

His words quietly echoed back at him as he ran his hand down to his left thigh. It felt fine, and he could wiggle his toes.

He shook his head slightly—and was relieved to feel no new pains—then reached for his right shoulder. He quickly abandoned his tentative efforts to probe it when his initial light touch sent shivers of pain running through him.

My ribs should feel like that, he thought with certainty. But his probing fingers found no hint of a fracture. Why don’t they?

He took a slow, deep, welcome breath and shifted position on the rock shelf. His lower back throbbed and a brief explosion rocked his shoulder as he settled weakly in place.

I have to move, he thought without making any effort to do so. My arm...

He slowly turned his head to the left and placed his left hand against the ice. It was barely a few inches away. There isn’t room, he decided, turning to the right. That wall wasn’t much further away, but...

Still the mind, he thought, dreading the decision he had been forced to make.

Still the body, he thought, bracing himself for what he was about to do.

He continued the mantra until it was firmly in place, then focused on what he was feeling—and more to the point, what he wasn’t feeling. The magnified awareness of the biting pain in his shoulder was horrid. The pain in his back was unpleasant but manageable. What concerned him was the complete absence of sensation in his right foot and, especially, his right forearm and hand.

How long have I lain on it? he wondered, staring up the lengthy shaft and preparing himself for what he had to do. He shifted his weight to the right and readied his left arm for the swift rotation that would be necessary to roll onto his right side. If he produced enough momentum, he would continue rolling until he was on his belly.

I couldn’t see the magic, he thought. The calm, detached part of him recognized it as a stalling tactic, but it didn’t resist when he tried to bring the magic into focus. Faint, indistinct glimmers of it played at the edge of his vision, teasing him like the whisper of a feather grazing his skin. It was like staring at the fading gray afterimage of a candle’s flame plastered on the eyelid after turning away from it. He turned inward and found a faint wisp of a response. He tried to bring it into sharper focus, but it stayed at the fringes of his awareness like a hazy, smoky memory that he couldn’t dispel or bring to the forefront of his mind.

Perhaps later, he thought, letting the magic fade away. 

He continued the mantra and pushed away the discomfort in his back as he slowly brought his knees together and bent them upward. He flung his left hand over his chest as he twisted to the right as far as he could. The fractured bones grated against each other as he rolled heavily onto his shoulder.

He hovered on his side for an excruciatingly long moment that the mantra couldn’t capture, and passed out as he splashed down on his belly.

2

Iscara was a healer by default. Her mother was a healer. Her grandmother had been a healer. Her sisters were healers. Even her cousin Niddy was a healer, and she was an idiot. She couldn’t even tie the laces of her bodice, but she had a knack for knowing how to tweak the magic back into alignment when bones were shattered. Iscara’s father hadn’t been a healer, though: He had married into the family. Before that, he had been a guardsman in The Borderlands, and she had listened with avid, glowing admiration whenever he told his blood-soaked stories about killing the fishmen. She had loved those stories and longed to be a guardsman hacking and slashing fishmen to pieces. But she wasn’t. She was a healer, and she was good at it (her mother and grandmother had seen to that). But she didn’t like being a healer, and healing people galled her.

She sighed and walked briskly down the gloomy tunnel. It had been carved from granite and was lit only by the dim glow of half-consumed torches spaced too far apart. Their warm, smoky stench filled the air. Her footfalls echoed softly off the smooth stone walls. Argyle’s door, half-hidden among the inviting shadows, awaited her at its end. Her pace quickened, and she grinned. If Argyle didn’t let her play, her life would be boring and tedious.

Her heart tingled with excitement as she approached the quaint little knocker. It was a snake’s forked tongue, and she had to slip her hand into the snake’s gaping maw to reach it. It was a beautifully crafted mechanism: The snake oozed out of the gray stone as if it was slithering out of its lair to strike at unsuspecting prey. Her grin solidified: There were simpler ways to administer the poison, but Argyle was much too elegant for those. He had style. He knew how to tease people.

She tickled the forked tongue to life and the snake’s mouth snugly engulfed her forearm. A faint reddish glow flowed from its ruby eyes, and a resonant clang reverberated through the corridor like a carelessly dropped shield easing into silence. She shivered excitedly as Argyle’s sonorous monotone filled the corridor like the ragged remnants of a used cocoon. She mouthed the words as they descended upon her, her lips fitting into each one with mock precision: “Who calls upon me?”

As she waited for the snake’s cold stone fangs to press tightly against her skin, she wondered what it would be like to feel their dull nubs pierce the skin to inject the poison she had given to Argyle. The blood-red glow in snakes’ eyes deepened as she wrestled with the temptation to find out if her antidote would work, but his summons had been urgent, and it would be unwise to test his patience.

Next time, she reluctantly thought, just as she had done the last time she had been summoned—and the dozen other times before that.

“Iscara,” she finally purred, the husky syllables dribbling from her tongue like spit pooling together to form her name. A moment later—far more quickly than usual—the menacing red glow faded from the snake’s eyes, and it abruptly released its grip on her arm. The door was sliding open by the time her hand was free, and her lips flattened into a thin frown.

Healing, she thought in disgust as she hurried through the door. Someone important to him.

She didn’t notice Argyle’s lackey until she ran into him—and would have fallen if he hadn’t caught her.

“This way,” he urged, tightly gripping her elbow. “Quickly!”

Crooked Knife? she thought as Argyle’s chief lackey pulled her along the wall. It wasn’t his name—she couldn’t remember that because he didn’t matter enough for her to try; it was only how she thought of him: He had a funny sword that looked like a crescent moon had been captured and given a handle. She liked that sword, but she despised him.

Where’s Argyle? she thought as she glimpsed the massive, empty throne in the center of the well-lit chamber. Is he injured? The thought alarmed her greatly: With all the precautions Argyle had implemented to preserve his life, it would take a very elaborate plan to get close enough to hurt him. The last time—

Crooked Knife stopped abruptly and pressed against a stone block set in the wall. It eased inward, clicked into place, and a door-sized portion of the wall sprang outward a few inches. He let go of her to pull on its edge until the gap was wide enough, then squeezed through it, dragging her with him.

It’s not Argyle, Iscara thought. He’d never fit in here.

Crooked Knife hunched over as he pulled her rapidly down the narrow, low-lying, dimly lit tunnel toward the intersection at its end. He jerked her to a halt when they reached it, grabbed the sputtering torch from its sconce, and turned to the right.

Where is he taking me? Iscara wondered as they hurried along. It wasn’t like the other secret passages—they were huge gaping holes big enough for Argyle to stand in—and it would not end at one of her playrooms.

“Step where I do,”Crooked Knife ordered when he paused at the next intersection. “Do not deviate more than a few inches from the path I take.”

Iscara nodded. Argyle’s tunnels were treacherous, and she knew what could happen to the unwary or unwarned: The wounds she had mended had been beautiful, ghastly long slashes, deep punctures, and brutal breaks that maimed without killing. And they never killed.

Crooked Knife stepped along the near wall for several feet, then crossed at an angle to the other side. He only took a few steps along that wall before moving to the center of the corridor and running to the end. The tunnel split and he turned left. He ran down the center until he nearly reached the door at its end, then nestled up against the left wall. He ignored the door and reached for the sconce beside it. He twisted its housing to the right, then tilted the torch until it pointed at the door. A panel slid open on the left wall, and he ushered her into the small room beyond.

Why so many precautions? Iscara wondered as she entered the cozy little room. A brazier of coals sat on the floor next to a table and two chairs, and another lackey—the one with pointed toes who always drooled over her—sat in one of them. His delicate little knife nudged around the breadcrumbs on a copper platter as he leered at her. She would have smiled at him, but Crooked Knife was harshly pulling her through a small archway and into a brightly lit chamber.

Healing, Iscara thought as the expected disappointment solidified under the sudden brilliant glare of three carefully placed enchanted lanterns. Crooked Knife gave her eyes no time to adjust as he urged her toward a large bed nestled in the far corner. Someone was huddled in among the vibrant green coverlets like a corpse wearing a shroud, but she couldn’t see who it was. It had to be someone important, though, or Argyle would not have gone to this much trouble.

Who is it? she wondered as they came to a stop at the edge of the bed and Crooked Knife let go of her elbow. He had squeezed it too tightly, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of seeing her react to the delightful pain he had caused. Instead, she reached for the coverlets and began to peel them away. The blurry shape seemed familiar.

“Heal him!” Crooked Knife sharply hissed. “Now!”

She cast aside her disappointment and began a quick external assessment of his familiar naked body. I know him, she thought as she found no cuts or slashes. A nasty bruise covered his chest, and she probed the surface—less ungently than usual—and counted the cracks and breaks. When she finished, she pressed down firmly on one of them and sighed when the man didn’t respond.

No fun today, she thought, turning her attention to the head. Her eyes widened, and her breath caught in her throat. “Typhus,” she gasped, staring at the familiar face.

It can’t be him! Fanzool said he was dead!

She sucked in a sharp breath and shook her head. It didn’t matter if it was Typhus or not: Argyle wanted the man healed. After that—

She put her hand on the man’s forehead and brushed the familiar dark brown, almost black locks away from the eyes. They were closed, but she knew if she opened them, they would be two pale gray icebergs whose depths were filled with such coldness that they would never thaw—not even for her. Her fingertips slid down his cheek to the long scar that traced a path from his ear to his collarbone and idly wondered why Typhus had never let her remove it.

What would Argyle do to me if I refused to heal him? she wondered. She shook her head and thrust the thought away. She knew exactly what Argyle would do to her: What she had done to others for him. Perhaps after Argyle was done with Typhus, he would give him to her as payment? She almost smiled at the thought, but then she remembered what Argyle would do to her if she failed to heal Typhus and pushed aside the eager, distracting, fantasy that was forming.

She set her bag on the bed beside his head and left it there. It looked like a normal bag that was not much bigger than a coin purse, but it was linked by magic to the cellar containing her healing supplies: Herbs, bandages, needle and thread, splints, and anything else she might need was within easy reach when she asked for it. But what would she need?

She concentrated on her patient, and blinked at the ghostly aura of turmoil raging through Typhus’s body and the more substantial overlapping aura that was consistent with what her eyes and fingers had told her.

“What is that?” she muttered, tentatively reaching for the tangle of ghostly strands of the tattered shoulder while she touched the intact flesh, the stable joint, the unbroken bones. She tried to tweak a few of the strands, but they slipped through her fingers.

What is that? she repeated, concentrating on the wayward strands. She had never seen or felt anything like them before, and if she had been in her shop, she would have sent for her mother. But she wasn’t in her shop; she was in Argyle’s warren, and her mother knew nothing about what she did here. She couldn’t send for her. Or for anyone else.

Her focus lapsed, and the insubstantial strands faded into the background as if they weren’t really there. Her lips pressed together, and her forehead scrunched up as she concentrated on bringing them back to her. They returned slowly, and reluctantly wrapped around her fingers as if they were hollow memories. She focused intently on them and gradually teased a few of them back into a more natural position—without affecting Typhus’s body.

“Why aren’t you healing him?” Crooked Knife growled, his hand creeping to the hilt of his crescent-shaped sword.

Iscara blinked and softly whispered, “Get out.”

Crooked Knife didn’t move. “Argyle—”

“Get out!” Iscara snapped, desperately trying to figure out what to do about the bizarre aura half-hidden beneath the more robust aura attached to Typhus’s body. “And stay out!” Before Crooked Knife could complain, she glared at him and added more softly but just as forcefully, “Stand guard. Make sure there are no interruptions. None. Not even Argyle.” Then she turned back to Typhus and coldly finished, “If there are, I will flay you alive.”

It was not an idle threat, and Crooked Knife only hesitated a few seconds before abruptly leaving the room and shutting the door behind him.

What do I do? Iscara wondered as she bit into her lip and studied the mix of overlapping auras. The ghostly image was different from Typhus’s familiar pattern, but it was somehow connected to it.

Start with what you know, she decided, staring at the misaligned strands in Typhus’s chest. His ribs are broken. Fix them, first. Then the bruises. But as she brought the magic into sharp focus to begin, she noticed something else, something she had only seen once before: Just below the broken ribs, a dense black shadow was smothering Typhus’s heart.

Sardach?

She frowned. If Sardach was inside Typhus—

She looked past the broken ribs and focused on the shadow. Only a part of it had crept into Typhus, but—

A rib punctured his heart.

“I need to see it better, Sardach,” she quietly said. “Can you move away for a few seconds?”

The shadow shifted, and fiery magic bubbled out with each throbbing heartbeat. I’ll have to cut him, she thought—without the pleasure that would have come with it if he had been awake. That hole will have to be sewn shut before I can mend it.

As if it had heard her thoughts, Sardach eased back into the hole and plugged it.

Iscara sighed, opened her bag, and spoke into it. “Karas, I need a needle and thread, a sharp blade, and that funny thing you made for splitting ribs apart.” While she waited for them to appear in her bag, she stared at the weird magic and shook her head.

Do you know what that is, Sardach?

If the thing was listening, it didn’t answer.

3

“What do you think of these orders, Captain?” King Tyr asked as he methodically signed each copy.

“The men will be happy, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said. “Now that the harvest is in, they are anxious to return home for winter.”

“Yes,” King Tyr said. “What of The Borderlands?”

“Sire?” Captain Blanchard said. “They will be as they have always been.”

And why not? King Tyr thought. A handful of men at each outpost was more than enough to keep the fishmen at bay while they were hibernating, and now they’re gone. Bandits never bother the outposts because the winters are brutal and there’s nothing left behind that’s worth taking.

He finished with the signature he had begun, then looked at Captain Blanchard. “I know it has served us well for over two centuries, Captain,” he said, “but this time is different.”

“Because the fishmen left, Sire?” Captain Blanchard said. “And you believe they fled from something in the Northern Wastes.”

“We are defenseless against a winter attack from the north,” King Tyr said, “and always have been.” He sighed. “None have ever come, but this winter may be different.” He shook his head and turned to Captain Blanchard. “If I had a force of men concealed in the Northern Wastes, this would be the ideal time to attack because the fishmen are gone.”

“Sire—”

King Tyr held up his hand to silence him. “Let’s not rehash the arguments, Captain. I know I have no evidence to justify fortifying the outposts for the winter, but that does not negate the feeling that I should be doing it.” He turned back to the next copy and said, “Nevertheless, I will not succumb to that feeling until I have just cause for doing so.”

“Yes, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said.

“You have read the orders, Captain?”

“Yes, Sire.”

“You have noticed the differences from the standard deployment of troops?”

“Yes, Sire.”

“Critique them,” King Tyr ordered.

Captain Blanchard nodded sharply and crisply answered, “Although I do not believe it is necessary to fortify the outposts with an additional wizard and to have at least one wizard on watch at all times, I see the prudency for doing so. Even though I do not believe there is a force mounting for war in the Northern Wastes, there are other creatures in The Death Swamps besides the fishmen. Those creatures may take advantage of their departure and make their own incursions into our lands. The wizards will be able to warn us if that happens.”

Nonsense, King Tyr thought as he nodded. Those creatures are sparse, and most of them hibernate. Still, if it placates Blanchard, the men will fall in line with it. “Tell that to the messengers,” he ordered. “Let them spread the word amongst themselves. It wouldn’t hurt to suggest those creatures may be starving, now that they can’t feed on the fishmen. It will help keep the men alert.”

“Sire,” Captain Blanchard said, nodding sharply in agreement.

“The exercise?” King Tyr prompted as he finished the last signature and meticulously aligned the parchment so he could fold the first third with precision.

“Sire,” Captain Blanchard slowly said. “It is obvious to me that you are doing it out of concern for an attack from the Northern Wastes. However, it need not be framed in that way. We know the fishmen went to The Lake of Scales, but we do not know how they were able to do so. We believe they used the dwarves’ tunnels, and those tunnels are still there. If the fishmen choose to return to The Death Swamps through them, we would not know it. They could mount an offensive without warning and destroy the grain. If you intend to reduce the number of troops in The Borderlands, which is a reasonable course of action if the fishmen are gone for good, we must know how quickly the men can be assembled to defend against it. The exercise will tell us that.”

“Tell me, Captain,” King Tyr said. “Do you believe we should reduce the complement of troops at the outposts next year?”

“No, Sire,” Captain Blanchard said. “We should maintain our normal troop deployment until we are certain the fishmen are gone for good and no other threat has replaced them.”

King Tyr looked keenly at his most trusted advisor. “Since you do not believe there is such a threat in the Northern Wastes,” he asked, “from where will such a threat come?”

“Sire,” Captain Blanchard said. “I may not believe there is such a force, but that does not mean there is not one. I trust your judgment, and so do the men. If you believe there is one, it must not be discounted. However, I am concerned about a different enemy, one that is well known to us.” He paused to frown slightly, then hesitantly, slowly continued. “Sire, if the dwarves helped the fishmen leave, the fishmen had to reach them. They would not have done so during the day, nor would they have gone far from water. The dwarves dwell beneath the mountains and high hills in the west, far from The Death Swamps. The fishmen could not have reached the dwarves; the dwarves had to reach the fishmen. The only way the dwarves would have done that is by tunneling to the swamps. Why would they go to all that trouble? Why would they help the fishmen leave the swamps? I think they want the swamps for themselves, and they may intend to use them as a staging area to attack us.”

King Tyr stared at his captain for a few seconds, then said, “Interesting assessment, Captain.” “However, it completely dismisses the centuries of peace with the dwarves, the fact that the swamps would flood any tunnels the dwarves dug under them, and that the dwarves have no need for the grain or Topside. Still, if it makes it easier to accept the exercise, I won’t refute it—or encourage it.”

King Tyr was still thinking about the dwarves as he returned to folding his orders and almost creased a message at a slight angle. Fortunately, he caught himself in time to correct it. He finished folding it—and all of the others—in silence, then turned to the task of sealing them with wax impressions of his signet ring. He waited until the wax dried before stacking the messages into a neat pile and handing the pile to Captain Blanchard. Then he reached for the last two sheafs of parchment.

“After you deliver those to the messengers,” King Tyr said, “go to the Wizard School. Take this—” He held out the missive that was not sealed with his signet ring. “—to Grand Master Thom. Wait for his response. If he agrees, bring Mewler to me after I have finished my bath. If not—” He handed him the other missive. “—go to the wizard’s network and ask them to deliver this to Lieutenant Lamond in Wyrmwood.”

“Yes, Sire,” Captain Blanchard answered. “Will there be anything else, Sire?”

“On your way out,” King Tyr said, “tell Philip I am ready for my breakfast.”

As Captain Blanchard walked away, King Tyr returned to his desk. The dwarves? he thought. Is that what’s been nagging at me?

He shook his head. They would burrow their way to the capital, not the swamps. They like being Topside less than the fishmen like being away from water. They’d never travel over land that far to attack us.

He dismissed the dwarves—but not completely: He had to consider every option, and what Captain Blanchard had suggested was at least as plausible as the plains folk attacking from the Northern Wastes. More plausible, since it had more evidence to support it.

4

He was lying on an unfamiliar stone shelf smothered in blankets. Everything was tinged black and gray and white, like a painting that had been leeched of its color. A woman hovered above him. She had long, wavy, dark-gray hair and hostile, charcoal eyes. A frown creased the pale gray lips and punctuated the crow’s feet scratching at her eyes. The dimple in the cleft of her chin quivered as she sucked in her lower lip and bit it sharply enough to draw a black drop of blood. Her skin looked as if it was smeared with ash, and she wore an almost-white gown. She reached for his chest and tickled the crushed ribs, sending tremors of pain shuddering through him.

The steady, well-defined, rhythm of the mantra’s heartbeat was interrupted by a sudden, lurching, inconsistent flutter that shivered like a hummingbird’s wing. He clutched his chest—and frowned. The heart beating beneath his palm was as steady and firm as it had always been when he used the mantra, and yet the erratic heartbeat was also there, as if it had been overlain on his own. There was something else, there, too—something warm and smoky.

A puzzled look settled on the woman’s face as her eyes shifted to his shoulder and her hands gently settled on it—but there was no burst of agony, no grinding of bones. Her brow furrowed, and her hands fluttered about for a moment, and he felt her fingers reaching toward him—reaching into him—and the agony in his shoulder flared to life, nearly overwhelming the mantra. Her fingers twitched, and the pain eased slightly—so slightly that he would never have noticed it if the mantra hadn’t heightened his senses and noted the subtle, slight shift of a few strands of magic within him.

Her lips tightened as her hand retreated into the gray fog oozing in around him. As the fog swallowed her, a distant, familiar voice seeped quietly into his mind.

“Iscara,” it softly whispered.

5

Voltari dispassionately watched Giorge’s corpse dragged its shattered body toward the southwest corner of his antechamber with its left arm—the only limb that wasn’t broken. When it reached it, it clumsily banged itself against it.

Voltari frowned slightly as a faint hint of unease began to build within him as he watched the half-frozen corpse uselessly pressing itself against the hard stone. He waited until the feeling grew to an uncomfortable level before turning to the mirror and bringing the memory of Giorge’s cairn into focus.

“Show me,” he ordered.

The mirror hesitated for a few seconds, then gradually brought the cairn into shaky focus. He tweaked the strands until it clarified, then resumed waiting.

He needs to thaw, he thought at the Binding, trying to calm the ill-at-ease it was creating within him. If it heard the thought, it was not convinced by it.

As the discomfort grew, Voltari clenched his fingers together to keep from reaching for the strand that would take him to the cairn.

He needs to thaw, he repeated to bolster his resolve.

He needs to thaw.

He waited until his breathing grew haggard and his heart pounded in his chest before he reached for the strand and hurried to the corner to grip Giorge’s corpse’s shoulder. He used the mantra to steady his hand as he tweaked the strand and the antechamber dissolved. When he saw the cairn before him, he released his grip on Giorge, then waited for his antechamber to reappear before releasing the strand.

“Show me Giorge,” he said as he sat down to recuperate.

Giorge’s corpse appeared, dragging itself south through the snow at a surprisingly steady pace. The unease was gone—for now—but he knew it would return once the frigid air had slowed the corpse’s meager pace.

It isn’t enough, Voltari thought as he disengaged the mirror and tweaked the strand to his workroom. He’ll freeze again.

He set the belt buckle on his table. A steady stream of flame magic seeped out from its spell. If I can harness that power and redirect it...

6

Typhus barely stirred as he woke up. His breathing didn’t change from the slow, methodical rhythm of rest. His head sagged forward, pulling uncomfortably against the back of his neck, and a tightness tugged at his shoulders. The thick, dull edge of metal bit into his wrists and ankles, holding his arms and legs wide apart. His toes barely touched the cold, smooth stone floor and he spent nearly a minute shifting his weight more fully onto them to ease the strain on his arms and back.

What happened to my robe? He wondered as the chill air passed over his naked skin. My breeches—

He couldn’t feel the tools secreted in his hair or beneath his armpit, but the one in the scar in his neck was still there. If he could reach it...

He cautiously lifted his eyelids to the utter blackness of a windowless chamber and listened intently for the whisper of movement that wasn’t there. The soft jingle of the chains echoed through him as he slowly lifted his head.

The manacles hadn’t cut off the circulation in his hands yet, but they were too tight for the mobility he needed to reach his neck. Even when he stood on the tips of his toes and pressed his heels against the wall, he couldn’t twist far enough to reach it.

Quiet, he scolded himself as the chains announced his activity to anyone lurking nearby. He instinctively fell still and stopped breathing until the nonexistent threat of discovery had passed.

They aren’t guarding me, he concluded as the silence lingered. If I can—

He focused on his breathing and the steady rhythm of his expanding and contracting chest. I’ve been captured before, he reminded himself. I’ve been manacled. I’ve even been hung up like an animal to be butchered. And I escaped from all of them. He took another long breath and ignored the fact that he had had picks to use in every one of those situations and didn’t have any this time.

Argyle wants me alive, he reminded himself. He wants the key.

A flood of memories rushed through him: Sardach dropping him at Argyle’s feet. Sardach carrying him through the night. Sardach’s crushing embrace and the shrill snap of shattering ribs. Sardach pulling him apart and leaving Angus behind. The long, tedious silence. The spell—

I don’t have the key, he thought in dismay. Angus does.

His eyes narrowed and his nostrils flared as he sucked in a slow, calming breath. He held it for several seconds, then sucked in another, deeper breath.

My ribs, he thought as the memory of indelicate fingers fluttered over the outline of his crushed ribs like an ephemeral ghost. They had come to rest on a cracked one, pressed firmly down, and—

“Iscara,” he sharply exhaled, nearly overwhelmed as the sudden image of her feral grin lurched into his mind and blended with the echo of her sadistic giggles. He strained violently, uselessly jerking against his shackles for several seconds before the intensity of his reaction softened enough for him to move past the knot forming in his chest. He knew exactly what Iscara would do to him if he didn’t escape, and focusing on that would make escape impossible. So would ignoring it.

Focus! he savagely thought. They will do nothing to jeopardize finding out where the key is, and Argyle thinks I’ve hidden it. How can I use that?

He was still trying to find a way to leverage it when the deep darkness surrounding him suddenly changed. A very faint impression of a dimly lit, twisted tunnel stretched out above him. A pocket of subdued light hovered at the end of it, and—

He cringed as a dizzying, all-consuming wave of agony rolled through his right arm and the tunnel faded away.

The rattling of the manacles thrummed in his ears as he thrashed against them, and the blackness enveloping him felt like an impending shroud. His ankles and wrists ached by the time he abandoned the futile effort to break free of them. Once the calmness returned, he twisted his right hand in the manacle, dislocated his thumb, and pulled—to no avail: The manacle tightened around his wrist and grew smaller as he tried to squeeze his hand through it.

He welded them on, he thought as the metal dug into his skin—and promptly dismissed the idea when he stopped resisting and the manacle loosened up.

Magic, he realized as all hope of picking the lock was lost.

I can’t escape, he realized with a sickening finality that could no longer be denied.

As he dangled limply in his bounds, an ironic smirk settled on his lips. It’s too bad I’m not Angus. I’d be able to see magic and manipulate the spell. Even if that didn’t work, I could at least tie Lamplight and see what’s in the room. I’ve watched him do it often enough. It’s just a flick of the wrist and a twist of the fingers, really. Anyone could do it with a little practice. He made the moves with his left hand and repeated them with his right. It’s simpler than picking a lock. If I could see color, I could do it.

His eyes narrowed in the darkness as he remembered the first time Angus had brought the magic into focus. The gray and white and black shades that had defined his life had been replaced by colors that were so vibrant and alive that they had terrified him.

I can see magic, he realized as a flood of anger and hatred washed away the memory and the deep-seated bitterness returned. Then he remembered how Voltari had rekindled the knowledge Angus had lost. It had brought back the memories of his father’s patient, tender attempts to help him see the colors that had always remained beyond his grasp.

He would have taught me if he could, he realized, and did when I was with Angus.

He took a deep breath and slowly dismissed the memories, the feelings. I know how to tie Lamplight, he thought, flexing his fingers the way they had been taught and finding no resistance in completing the full set of








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
The Golden Key

Angus the Mage: Book 5

Robert P. Hansen





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





