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			To my kids.  May they love the world as much as I do.

		

	
		
			“Revenge binds and blinds.”

			-Prince Marfaie Vornan,  Prince of Tanble

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			A season’s worth of marching, a dozen engagements, a kidnapping, a betrayal, and a dead dragon had brought Tohmas Galanth to the budding village of HillTop far from home, welcoming his enemy as a friend.

			For these forces, the battle was over. They had passed the night celebrating or resting. Traders moved among them. Injuries were tended to. The dead, surprisingly few, were burned. A single large pyre burned overnight in the Northlander camp, where the wind could carry the stench into the woods.

			Tohmas, in his role as Prince of Galanth, had spent the night planning. Three nations camped beside the lake, and all answered to Tohmas now. The Esparans, following him as a Prince of Espar, took up the hill overlooking the lake. The hardy Northlanders, allied through their Darknim DoomDragon, had expanded from their defenses at the base. The Rydans, the wild plains people, were encamped on the frozen lake, loyal to Tohmas because of his link to their chief. 

			Between the Northlander and Esparan camps, the dead black dragon lay sprawled in the new dawn. Rydans had picked at the meat, but most of the beast remained, the impenetrable scales preventing harvest.

			“You look proud of yourself,” DoomDragon muttered in his soft, unaccented Esparan as he joined Tohmas and his prime protector, the Rydan Carsh, overlooking the battlefield.

			“We had a busy day yesterday,” Tohmas replied. He had come to know Darknim DoomDragon by fighting him, yet he felt closer to him than to any of his Esparan allies. With DoomDragon, Tohmas did not have to pretend to be a proper prince. “The alliance worked out, didn’t it?” He glanced at the dead dragon. “Maybe not as smoothly as we’d planned, but still!”

			Darknim laughed and cast a long stare down to the waking armies. The old Northlander, who indeed had seen six decades of winters, stood as tall as Tohmas and just as wide. Only a small part of his bulk was his dragon scale armor; most of it was his muscles. His ax hung over his back, the arc of the blade making dragon wings over the Northlander’s shoulders. He seemed undisturbed by the array of burns, blisters, and scratches he had earned during his battle with the black dragon. Someone had salved them, but they were open. He had found new boots to replace the burned ones.

			Below them, the stirring warriors gave the still-steaming corpse of the dragon plenty of space. Most were still in their beds after a late night of celebrations.

			“No, not exactly as we planned,” Darknim agreed.

			“Naw bad,” Carsh replied from his customary place behind Tohmas. Tohmas glanced back, reminded that his closest friend had been wounded. As a Rydan, Carsh matched Tohmas’ daunting height but was lean with muscle. He still had mud crusting in his beard and in the cracks of his skin after falling from the dragon’s mouth. Cutter Darak had stitched Carsh’s back, and in true Rydan fashion, Carsh hid any indication of the pain he was in.

			The Rydan wiped his muddy hand on his chest over the mountain cat’s ear of his tattoo. He then paused, tilting his head like a listening deer. Tohmas tensed when the Rydan pulled a second knife, indicating readiness for battle. He had to remind himself not to overreact; unless he was surrounded by trusted friends, Carsh would always have two blades out. He had carried one temporarily because only DoomDragon and Tohmas had been present. A second warned someone else was approaching.

			Sure enough, Prince Barnon arrived at a run. Wheezing, his breath puffed as a cloud as he halted at Tohmas’ side. The wind picked up. Without the warmth of the sun yet upon them, the air was chill.

			“Prince Tohmas! Riders approach from the south!”

			Tohmas fought a grimace. Something about how Barnon said the title “prince”—which by itself was tedious—sounded threatening. With Barnon’s presence, the performance had to begin. Tohmas was, once more, a Prince of Espar.

			“Blue and gold standard. Prince Dragal has arrived,” Barnon added, following on Tohmas’ left while Darknim came up on his right and Carsh followed, protecting his back. Tohmas had no doubt his Rydan bodyguard was keeping a close eye on Barnon.

			Tohmas cocked his head. “I did not realize he was on his way.”

			“I did,” Darknim replied brightly. “Prince Marfaie insisted I wait until he was here before killing you all.”

			Barnon glanced at Darknim, suspicion on his face one blink then forcibly erased the next.

			“You knew as well, did you Barnon?” Tohmas asked, trying to distract his “uncle” from his unease. “Dragal and I agreed to come north when DoomDragon captured Sol,” Barnon replied, focusing on Tohmas. “Dragal couldn’t get out right away what with his—” Barnon cut himself off, stumbling on the poorly-guarded secret surrounding the prince’s health. He had told Tohmas about the coughing death, but it was not meant for other ears. Tohmas had not yet decided how best to use the information, but it would not matter if Barnon himself could not keep the secret.

			Swallowing quickly, Barnon added, “Said he should arrive before the New Year. According to the scout, he ought to be here by nightfall.”

			Tohmas clasped Barnon’s shoulder. “Good! Then we have time for some drinks.” He guided him into the command tent.

			Even the doubtful Prince of Rabarch was able to sit back in his chair in the presence of the Northlander without complaining. The conversation quickly went to Barnon’s real reason for traveling north: Prince Sol’s imprisonment by Prince Marfaie of Tanble. They passed wine and Rydan wildwater around the table freely. It was pleasant to hear the formalities dropped.

			“My casters can find Prince Sol,” Darknim said, “but Marfaie will not make it easy to get to him. He knows you will come after him.”

			“If you think the Circle of the Raven can best Master Terant, then we have hope. Marfaie can’t be looking for revenge, or Sol would be dead,” Tohmas said.

			“Sol is bait. He knows they will seek their brother,” Darknim confirmed. He wisely made no assumptions about Tohmas’ interest in his wayward relative.

			“Find him, and I will personally retrieve him!” Barnon declared, taking another drink. For a moment, Tohmas forgot Barnon was his elder. It had been years since Barnon had been forced to engage in battle, except for joining Tohmas late in the campaign against DoomDragon. Prior to that, Barnon had fought only as a boy under the care of his brothers. Tohmas thought it ironic that he had at least twice as much battle experience as his “uncle.”

			But Barnon had swiftly swallowed two helpings of Rydan wildwater. The potent drink probably had something to do with his sudden enthusiasm.

			Darknim and Tohmas exchanged glances. Tohmas knew they were of the same mind; keeping Barnon and Dragal out of the way would be vital to their success.

			Barnon prattled on, detailing the conversations he and Dragal had shared through Dragal’s BookKeeper Olmer, who had the best memory in the world according to Barnon and could recite entire conversations flawlessly mooncycles after he had heard them. A marvelous man, if quiet and humble and…

			A caster, Tohmas realized. Master Kitable will not be happy.

			The Prince of Rabarch was able to carry the conversation with himself long enough for the sound of hooves to be heard in the trampled slush outside the tent. The protectors answered, which spurred Tohmas to investigate. The others followed him out.

			A crowd of Clandac protectors, recognized by the green ropes on their shoulders over their coats of blue and gold, surrounded Prince Dragal. The Protectors of Galanth formed a barrier between the new arrivals and Tohmas’ tent, defending Tohmas from even a known ally until told otherwise.

			Carsh behaved like the prime protector he was meant to be and called them off. A gap formed in the line of protectors.

			As soon as Prince Dragal dismounted, Prince Barnon staggered forward. “Just in time!” he cried, rushing up and clasping his brother’s forearm. He then flopped into a hug.

			Dragal was smaller than the last time Tohmas had seen him. The mild gut he had been developing at his age was gone, and his face was longer. Although the man walked with confidence, Tohmas sensed something unsteady in his steps. There was weariness in the prince’s eyes that had nothing to do with long days of riding. His height was still imposing, but his limbs were a less formidable size. Even his prominent beard looked thinner.

			“What mess have you gotten into this time?” came the gravel response from the eldest of the Galanth princes as he eased his brother back to his feet.

			Prince Barnon was all smiles. “No, no! Victory, Brother! We have won! You are in time for the festivi-vities!”

			Disbelief crossed Prince Dragal’s face. He searched the area as if to confirm his location, then furrowed his brow and answered, “There were plenty of Northlanders left from what I saw.” His eyes found DoomDragon, and he snarled. “In fact, there’s one now.”

			Tohmas had not thought much about the people who had accompanied him from the tent until Dragal fixed a disapproving glare on him. Carsh, a Rydan on one side. Darknim, a Northlander on other. What a group we are.

			“The enemy does not have to be dead for there to be victory,” Tohmas replied.

			DoomDragon seized the opportunity to introduce himself with a grin and a formal Esparan bow.

			“DoomDragon?” Dragal snapped. “You are the bastard who captured my brother,” he accused with another disapproving look, this time for Barnon.

			Like a scolded son, Barnon hung his head.

			“Actually, Prince Marfaie is responsible for that,” Tohmas interjected.

			“Marfaie?” Prince Dragal said the name like a curse.

			“Apparently, he has a grudge against your family, and Sol’s capture is being used to that end.” Tohmas regretted the slip, but no one else seemed to notice the use of the word “your” instead of “our.”

			Barnon had been embarrassed when explaining the feud between Marfaie and the sons of Zayban, but Dragal showed no regret. Instead, mention of the insult fanned his outrage. “That son of a demon should have been gutted years ago. I will not have—”

			“We will be organizing a rescue for Sol,” Tohmas interrupted. “If you are staying, your swords are welcome.”

			 Dragal’s stony stare, once a wall of solid rock, had lost much of its strength. When turned on Tohmas, it felt made of gravel instead of granite.

			“With this Northlander?” Dragal demanded, gesturing at DoomDragon as if shooing a miscreant hound.

			It was hard to believe the two men were the same sixty years. Darknim DoomDragon had been named the DoomDragon of his people for a good reason; the aging Northlander was in perfect physical form. Darknim’s eyes matched Dragal’s for color, but the chill in Darknim’s confident stare made the ice wall infinitely stronger than the crumbling stone wall.

			“We share an enemy in Marfaie,” Tohmas replied. “DoomDragon can find where Sol is. I appreciate any advantage—”

			“Champion!” 

			It was not often that Tohmas, as the Prince of Galanth, was interrupted. He was caught off guard when a woman’s voice suddenly broke into the conversation.

			Carsh grinned. “Let ‘er thru!” he called.

			“Loni,” Tohmas recognized.

			Sure enough, the shapely Celebrant of Inac passed between the protectors and knelt in the mud at Tohmas’ feet. Her arms, wrist to shoulder, were bandaged, and one hand—the one without her brand to the Goddess of Fire, Inac—carried a complex wrapping of white as well. She knelt with both arms under her as if to hide the bandages, but the white stood out. Under the muck, she wore a scanty red dress with a low corset like a whore. A wet cloak hung over her bare shoulders, the hood pulled off to show her tangled head of auburn hair.

			“Champion?” Mooncycles before, Tohmas would have winced to hear the word hissed from Dragal, but he had won too many victories to be bothered by the condemnation of his eldest so-called “uncle.”

			Celebrant Loni leaped to her feet, her face flushing in fury. “Champion of Inac and bringer of victory! All hail to the Prince of Galanth and Champion of Fire! Who are you to doubt him? Who are—?” Undeterred by rank or wealth, she wagged a finger at Prince Dragal.

			In some ways, it was a shame to see her tirade end, but since Dragal’s face was flushing to match the Celebrant’s crimson robes, Tohmas intervened.

			“Celebrant Loni, we are blessed that you have returned safely!” Loni had left HillTop somehow in the early winter without giving a reason. He did not know where she had gone, or why she was back now, but that would have to wait.

			“I am undeserving of blessing, Champion,” she whispered like an apologetic child. “I went to do the Goddess’ will and sought a blade worthy of you. I found the sword, but it was taken from me. I lost it, Champion. I failed you.”

			Baffled, Tohmas could only stare at her.

			“We found her frozen in the snow on the banks of IcePeak River,” Dragal said curtly. “I take it you know her,” he finished, disapproval seeping from every word.

			Carsh grinned wider and chuckled. He certainly knew her and knew her well. Inac was also the goddess of lust, after all.

			Refusing to allow the prince’s glower to discourage him, Tohmas answered, “Yes, I know her.” He may not have taken her to bed, but he knew Loni well enough. She had been absent from among the whores of their tag-along supply and service unit Fixer City, and Tohmas had missed her fanaticism. He knew Kitable would not share his opinion; Loni was an untouchable, immune to magic. Although she seemed unaware of her abilities and could not manifest the power like other untouchables, Kitable still spooked at the mention of her name every time.

			“A sword?” Tohmas asked her. Under his unsteady hand, the hilt of SoulBurner warmed under his touch.

			Understanding, he drew the sword, a blazing aura lighting around him. He was grateful for Kitable’s absence. No one jumped at the untouchable powers that came with the light.

			He had, however, forgotten about another possible caster in their midst. One among the Clandac protectors did not wear a green rank rope, and it became clear that the tall man was a caster when he physically winced. Unlike other wizards, BookKeeper Olmer did not try to escape the magic-nullifying light. Instead, he jotted something down into a well-worn book, a deep frown creasing his face from forehead to chin. 

			Celebrant Loni lifted her head, her wide eyes gleaming in the red light. Recognizing now what she was seeking, Tohmas presented the blade to her.

			“The sword!” she shouted as she jumped to her feet. “You have it!”

			“The Goddess herself walked from a fire to deliver it,” Tohmas confirmed. The words came out with certainty, no matter how strange they sounded. “You did not lose it.”

			At first, Tohmas thought the woman might try to kiss him in her excitement, but she remembered her place at the last moment and instead knelt in the mud again. It did not seem to bother her that her dress was now streaked with filth to her ankles.

			She whispered the prayer of Inac at a blinding speed. As soon as she finished, Loni was on her feet, and her wide green eyes sparkled at him.

			“Champion of Fire, you never disappoint! The purpose of the Goddess has been completed! I have much to do!” she declared. With a smile that Tohmas never expected to fade, Loni pivoted to face west and sauntered away without waiting to be dismissed. “My Lady’s duties await!” 

			He assumed she would find her way back to Fixer City. The camp had changed in the cycles since her departure, but woe be to any who got in her way. She would find a way.

			When Tohmas looked back at Dragal, the older man was eyeing SoulBurner, so Tohmas released his grip and offered it to Dragal.

			“Champion?” Dragal repeated as he tested the blade. Predictably, there was no light when the Prince of Clandac held the sword, but the writing on the edge was still visible. “A blade for the war that brings peace to Espar?” Dragal read. “Strange thing for a Goddess of War to be looking for peace.” He returned the sword to its rightful owner.

			DoomDragon replied, “She is also Lady of Victory. How can she have victory if she only ever has war?”

			Reminding Dragal of DoomDragon’s presence, Tohmas realized, had been a mistake. Dragal’s face darkened with a scowl. “Says the man who fights another man’s war,” he said.

			“To the man who refuses to fight his own,” Darknim replied swiftly.

			Tohmas stifled a laugh, hoping Dragal had not spotted it.

			“Shall we move out of the wind?” Tohmas said to prevent them from coming to blows. “Prince Dragal, after you,” he finished with a gesture to the tent.

			Dragal would have to enter or refuse the hospitality, and even the eldest prince did not seem willing to be that rude. Still, he could not help adding the final word as he passed into the shelter. “I do not trust Northlanders.” He erupted into a fit of coughing as the warmer air hit him. 

			Barnon shrugged apologetically, then followed Dragal in.

			Darknim watched the men go with calm displeasure in his stare. “A man who does not trust Northlanders gives himself a good reason not to trust Northlanders.”

			“We will only have to tolerate him for a short while,” Tohmas promised. “Will you still ride with me?” 

			The heavy shoulders of the Northlander rose and fell with a sigh, but in the end, he nodded. “My ax is with you against Marfaie. The Northlanders will follow me as long as I carry the title of the DoomDragon.” With a shake of his head, Darknim DoomDragon frowned. “Arrogant, intolerant, impatient, and rough: Prince Dragal is the man Marfaie described.”

			“Meaning he is the man you agreed to help destroy.” The Northlander nodded. “I will keep that in mind,” Tohmas said.

			He followed the others into the tent, readying himself for an entirely new type of battle.
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			With every breath, Rakhund felt the absence of the dragon’s soul like a gaping wound in his chest. He knew the sensation would eventually fade to a dull knot, to join the one that still lingered from his first fallen dragon, but for now, the lack of the soul gnawed at him like a disease.

			After nearly two centuries, the great black dragon Rakhund had enslaved was dead.

			The first warning had been the loss of the bindings between the dragon’s handler and the dragon. At first, he had thought the handler had come in direct contact with wizard powers, but Rakhund’s permanent control spells had been untouched, which just meant the handler was dead. That had suited Rakhund well enough. The boy could be replaced. He had assumed the dragon would try to flee during the brief reprieve without a master, but it still had to sleep. When it did, Rakhund’s hold would be renewed. He had only to wait.

			But then the permanent spells broke, the dragon killed. The memory of the sensation still made Rakhund’s heart tense. Without his dragon, he was weak, incomplete. He needed his prestige back immediately.

			By the time Rakhund’s patron heard about the loss, Rakhund intended to have remedied the problem. He would not be seen without a bound dragon soul, even if the humans did not recognize such a thing.

			Rakhund left behind the quiet majesty of his dead volcano’s caldera and traveled out alone into the wilderness of the north. Unconcerned by the last of winter’s winds and snow, he hunted with his eyes on the skies. His black robes hid his features but did little against the chill. For that, Rakhund had his spells and his natural scales. He crossed great distances, requiring little by way of rest and nothing by way of sleep as he traversed the open, rocky terrain.

			At length, he felt the presence of dragons and followed them back to their lair.

			For days, he watched the pair of red dragons. His dragons had been Blacks before, the strongest of the Magma dragons. The skill to dominate Blacks had put Rakhund into positions of authority among of his kind once. But now, there were no others of his kind to impress, and the black beasts were too rare. The demons who had crafted the mightiest of the dragons had left enchantments that killed the beasts once their masters were gone. Too few escaped dragons had bred before the spells sapped them of life.

			Finding a Black once had been fortunate. Now, it seemed likely to be impossible.

			Taking two dragons instead of one would grant him similar strength. The spells would be harder to cast and hold, but the resistance of each dragon would be easier to manage. Reds were less vicious and less clever than their volatile, larger cousins. Rakhund’s last Black had been a veteran of the demon wars, sturdy and experienced in resisting a demon’s hold. Two younger, naïve Reds would easy.

			Sitting in the moss of the stony fields, Rakhund cast for days, pulling in the powers of his core to build the spell. He used the magic to craft a composite stone, built pebble by pebble from the hills of the dragons’ home, their sacred place. Once he had two such creations, each the size of his fist, he imbued them with more magic, fashioning a spiral of confusion. Confused, they would never be able to defy him.

			At midday, when the beasts were sleeping, Rakhund took both stones and crept into the caverned home of the red dragons. Hidden by magic, he placed the first stone onto the steaming wrist of the bull dragon and let it fuse to the scales. The spells flickered to life.

			As he placed the second stone onto the female, the bull awoke, his nostrils flaring. His roar was instant and fierce, and Rakhund thought he understood it. 

			“Demon, I smell you.”

			But it was too late. The stones worked their powers over the mind of the beast, and the dragon’s search was distracted and uncoordinated. While Rakhund sat hidden in illusions, both dragons searched for him. Too confounded to hone in on the source of the smell, they had not found him by the time his following spells, which had to be set by touch, were ready.

			When Rakhund bound himself to their souls, both dragons went still. He felt their fury, for they recognized what had happened and despised him for it, and he was comforted. He had lived his life with that hatred seething within him. He had felt incomplete without it.

			Rakhund forced the larger bull dragon to carry him as a rider back to the hills outside of Arcott. The innate heat of the dragon, hot enough to scald exposed flesh, was nothing against his magic. 

			With the souls of the dragons now held, Rakhund reported to his patron. Dragons were again ready to be commanded.

			An army marched against Prince Marfaie now and needed to be destroyed. That was fortunate, for Rakhund wanted to kill something.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Kitable, Master Wizard of the Princedom of Galanth, awoke after his restless sleep, no closer to deciding on a course of action than when he had lain down.

			He had questions. The Lie Light had shown falsehoods in Tohmas’ promises to his people. He was lying about everything from his origins to the current war. All Kitable thought he had known was falling apart.

			He had considered Tohmas a friend as well as his patron, but it had been Tohmas’ father, Prince Habal, who had protected Kitable from a death sentence. If Tohmas had been complicit in Habal’s murder…

			The green and silver robe didn’t sit right on him as he donned it. How he could be loyal to Galanth’s colors if Tohmas Galanth was guilty of murdering his own father?

			Thinking to confront Tohmas at once regarding his discovery, he pushed open his door.

			He halted on the top step of his vardo. Seven Northlanders sat around his campfire. Colt, Kitable’s driver, stirred a large pot over the fire and served them tea from the steaming pot. As no one dared set their waggons close to Kitable’s vardo, there was sufficient space to accommodate the entire Circle of the Raven in their garbs of furs and feathers.

			Kitable had dueled a master wizard the day before and was still expecting that enemy to re-appear. He also knew Terant’s ex-apprentice, Seria, was somewhere in the camp, having promised to help DoomDragon. But of all of these threats, none compared to the Circle of the Raven, DoomDragon’s team of intuitive casters. Together, they had created illusions better than anything Kitable could counter. He did not fully understand their formidable abilities, yet was supposed to be allied with them.

			I’m too tired for this. Tohmas had asked him to “play nice,” yet Kitable passionately hated dealing with other casters, particularly ones that had tried to kill him. But appearing weak in front of enemies was dangerous.

			Taking a deep breath, he ran his eyes over the seven stout elders. Seven pairs of eyes looked back up at him. Colt, engulfed in a large quilted coat, carried on as if nothing was amiss, filling the cup of a man in a white bear skin.

			Each Circle member wore the pelt of a given animal; the man standing to greet Kitable had a white wolf skin over his shoulders. Despite being the youngest of the elders, he looked close to DoomDragon’s age, making him twice as old as Kitable. Behind him, a thin crone-like woman in a full coat of snowy owl feathers unsteadily came to her feet to shadow her younger counterpart.

			Recognizing the leading pair, Kitable’s gut clenched. He had nearly been killed by these two in their last altercation.

			He felt no need to introduce himself; by their lit faces, they knew who he was. They had come to meet with him.

			Play nice, he reminded himself. 

			“The wolf pelt,” Kitable said to the youngest elder, trying to make his voice gentle.

			The man chuckled and bowed his head in acknowledgement. “I am Tril. I am flattered you have recollection of me. And yes, you took my pelt,” the Northlander said in surprisingly good Esparan.

			“You can have it back, if you like,” Kitable offered.

			Elder Tril shook his head. “That Aspect was lost to me. I have a new one. You may keep the pelt as a gift. I hope it keeps you warm.”

			In the soft voice of the Northlander, it sounded like a blessing.

			The crone spoke next, her voice a croak as she unsteadily stepped up beside Elder Tril. Kitable did not understand any of her words.

			Elder Tril tilted his head up to Kitable. “Master Kitable, this is Elder Ela, the Voice of the Circle of the Raven. Because she has little skill with your tongue, I will repeat her words for you.”

			Kitable shrugged in acceptance; he could not think of any valid reasons to refuse. The prince wanted them to get along. For now, he would try. His conversation with Tohmas would have to wait.

			He came down the steps. Last night, there had been two stones at the fire, but now there were nine. Since that left him a choice, he picked the stone closest to the vardo and sat, allowing the Northlanders to take their seats again. The heat of the magic stones could not reach Kitable, but Colt brought him a fresh cup of tea. They were all enjoying tea, Kitable noticed. I don’t own that many cups. Did they bring their own?

			As they sat, Elder Ela spoke again, rasps and half words that sounded Rydan.

			Elder Tril smiled and said, “We offer you praise for your skill in breaking our Circle.” Kitable frowned, and the man explained, “When you stole my pelt, I could no longer complete the Circle.”

			“Which is why it took you so long to attack again,” Kitable reasoned. He looked around at the mix of men and women facing him. “Seven of you? I was dealing with seven?”

			Elder Tril’s smile showed sharp fangs. “We are the Circle,” he said, as if that was the only possible answer. “We further offer you praise for your skill in escaping our Vision in your search of the Northlands,” he translated for Elder Ela.

			When it came to Kitable’s eventual success in seeing through their illusions, Kitable felt more ashamed by his earlier failures than pleased by his single, limited success. He had, once only, seen enough to reveal the alliance between the Northlanders and some Esparans. It had been a pittance but it had prompted Tohmas to question the war and discover the alliance between Prince Marfaie and DoomDragon.

			Despite his efforts, Kitable had never been able to repeat the feat.

			“Where is woman?” Elder Ela said in carefully whispered Esparan, surprising Kitable.

			Elder Tril translated the inquiry as, “Where is the woman who helped you in your visions?”

			“Visions?” Kitable echoed. “You mean Scrys. But … helped me? No woman helped me. Seria was my enemy. She did not help me.” Something stirred in Kitable’s mind.

			“You did not know,” the woman elder mumbled. “You did not ask for her help.”

			Scowling, Kitable resisting the urge to cast. He tried to keep his voice level but heard it rise. “It is rude to read someone’s thoughts. I happen to be one of the few people who could block you, but I will first request that you stop your thought magic. You cannot control—”

			“We do not seek control. We are the Circle: we seek only knowledge,” Elder Tril interrupted diplomatically as the woman in owl feathers gave a hoot of laughter.

			“For DoomDragon, I will hinder the visaln,” the woman agreed. Kitable guessed the word meant their magic.

			Elder Tril spoke into the silence: “But the woman who aided you, even if you were not aware, must be known to you.”

			Realization struck Kitable. He frowned further.

			He scanned the nearby camp, undiscouraged when he did not find her; she would be watching. Now that the only other caster in the camp had been killed, Kitable suspected Shimmer Weaver and her father Dust had taken to following him instead.

			“Weaver!” he shouted. “Get out here, now!” 

			Sure enough, Shimmer Weaver stepped out from behind a nearby waggon. She brought with her a cloud of magic, although it was invisible to anyone not sensitive to it.

			He regretted calling her; her exposed belly and high-slit dancing skirt were not seemly. Shameless, she joined them around the fire, her crimson hair flowing down her back. Her lack of physical cover was at odds with the density of magic layers wrapping her.

			He would have to chastise her later for getting involved in his spells. And point out that wearing a coat would help protect whatever shred of modesty she still possesses! 

			“The red-haired girl…” Elder Tril whispered.

			Magic flared, and Kitable scrambled back, coming to his feet beside Shimmer Weaver. He activated an additional shield from his hovering spells, having no idea what spell had been cast by the elder.

			The untargeted power flared then faded in a single blink. After the flash, it reduced to a powerful thrum on the wolf elder. To those not able to sense magic, he would have seemed to be dodging nothing at all.

			“That was … weird,” Shimmer commented, her voice tense.

			Kitable was impressed. He had not known she possessed the ability to sense magic innately. Few did.

			Despite his effort, Kitable identified no spells around Elder Tril. How did he cast without speaking at least an activation word? 

			Letting them know he was puzzled might allow them to believe they held an advantage. He instead watched, trying to solve the mystery without revealing how little he understood about their strange powers.

			In the ongoing buzz of magic, the wolf eyes tracked something Kitable could not see. A dozen heartbeats later, Elder Tril lifted his head and stared at Shimmer with an intensity Kitable did not like.

			“The man you live with,” the elder prompted.

			“My father?” Shimmer offered.

			“With red hair like you. He works with plants.”

			“He is an apothecary.”

			The elder cocked his head. “I do not know that word.”

			Elder Ela caught up to the conversation, for she took advantage of the brief silence to snort and chastise, “Tril!”

			The Northlander turned on his seat by the fire, his face stern. “He can help you!” 

			Every mother the world over apparently made the same noise. Like a scolding parent, Elder Ela tsked at the younger man.

			Elder Tril did not let it stop him. He faced Shimmer again. “She is sick, but your father can help.”

			Shimmer blinked several times, finally easing the tension from her shoulders. Kitable recognized she too had been ready to cast.

			“You…you want to hire us? For a remedy?”

			The Northlander nodded. “Medicine. You have medicine we do not. You can help her.”

			“I will bring my father around as soon as I can,” Shimmer agreed tentatively. She glanced at Kitable, but Kitable gave her no sign. It was odd to recognize she was looking for his advice. Or was it protection she wanted?

			With that settled, Elder Tril let his intense stare drop. The magic faded away, the visaln finished. The Voice of the Raven was still shaking her head, but she did not speak.

			The wolf eyes came back to Kitable. Kitable realized how much he had appreciated the brief distraction.

			“You have questions.”

			Clearing his throat, Kitable lowered himself back onto the stone by the fire. Shimmer Weaver took the stone beside him, completing the circle of nine stones. Colt, chuckling, brought Shimmer a cup of tea.

			Knowing he had to seize the opportunity, Kitable decided to focus on business. It was easier to push aside doubts for now.

			“I need to know about the wizard you worked for: Master Terant.”

			Elder Tril glanced at Elder Ela and received a nod of agreement. “Ask your questions,” he said.

			[image: ]

			Answering the summons of his patron, Master Terant Palnon stood outside the doors to the Grand Hall of the Manor of Arcott and straightened his robes one final time. It had been three days since his duel with Kitable, and he was still limping from his fall. His left shoulder throbbed, and his right knee tweaked when he walked stairs, but it was improving. His injuries gave him another reason to hate the Galanth wizard.

			Terant pushed wide the doors and strolled into the grand hall. A fire burned at the far end, the enormous fireplace the only ornamentation in the largely empty hall. The windows spaced between the pillars sent low sunbeams through the dust as Terant headed for the seats by the fire. The constant hum of hovering spells surrounded him like a circle of bodyguards, impenetrable. He could not be seen as weak, even when meeting with allies.

			As Terant approached, he spotted Grigson by a window, his back to Terant. The old cheat had worked hard to make himself presentable. With enchanted sight, Terant saw the many hovering spells and guessed them to be twice as numerous. On a mundane level, Grigson also wore his finest tunic. A dozen or more gold and silver trinkets decorated Grigson’s gaudy black and silver outfit, each glowing as magical to Terant. The man’s prematurely white hair was neatly gathered in a short braid.

			Four chairs made an arch in the warmth of the fire. In the far north, burning wood was uncommon, but a Prince of Espar would not sit by a dung fire. Making use of the cleaner fire, two servants prepared a meal behind the prince. Prince Marfaie sat with his feet up, his thick boots steaming the melted snow off.

			One other seat was occupied; Rakhund was already in attendance, cloaked in black and slouched in the fine armchair.

			Once Terant reached the level of the window, Grigson left his vigil and together they presented themselves to their patron. The air tightened as they approached, the wizard powers agitated by Rakhund’s presence. Terant understood well why Grigson had kept his distance until absolutely necessary. Terant compared it to being around a man who smelled like pig slop; it made it a little harder to breathe, and he always wanted to toss the offending individual into a river.

			The fifth chair that usually stood across from the prince was absent. 

			The prince himself did not rise to meet them, but he nodded to each of them as they took their seats. Despite having recently passed his forty-fifth birthday, Prince Marfaie had the look of a draft horse: tall, long-faced, and stiff when bored. He wore his black and silver colors in everything from dyed seal-pelt boots to the silver-thread collar of his tunic. Daggers made of fine carbiron, stronger than bog iron and rare outside of Lour, lined his belt. His short staff leaned against his chair, forever within reach. Under Terant’s enchanted vision, the prince looked much less intimidating than Grigson, but still, Terant took heed. Grigson used trinkets to make up for what he lacked. Prince Marfaie of Tanble needed none. The tattoos across his face marked him as a warrior, but the hovering spells made it obvious that fighting was only one of his skills.

			Princes were not known for their abilities with magic. This was a secret Prince Marfaie revealed only to his closest allies.

			“It is certain. They bring war to us,” Prince Marfaie said once Grigson and Terant were seated.

			“Why continue the march?” Terant asked. Prince Tohmas and his allies had been in Solta to defend Prince Sol’s claim to the land. Now that the Northlander invasion had been stemmed, their duty ended. Armies were expensive and war was dangerous.

			“Darknim can do nothing else,” the prince replied.

			Terant nodded. It was not Prince Tohmas’ slight he had to gauge; it was Darknim’s. Darknim DoomDragon had sat among them, yet he now backed Tohmas. The lands that made up the Princedom of Tanble had once belonged to the Northlanders; no doubt Darknim wanted them back. And would Darknim not seek Marfaie’s head now? He had been betrayed.

			It seemed Prince Tohmas of Galanth had promised him aid in this revenge. All the forces at his command were heading north.

			“So it was not a ploy?” Grigson asked. He picked at the cooks’ pork pie, left on a side table to cool, as he spoke. Nearly every finger of the man’s hand had a ring on it. “I thought perhaps you had Darknim swap to mislead the southerners.”

			Marfaie scowled, the tattoos on his face stretching down. Like his finest warriors, the black claw marks stretched across the prince’s face to remind them of his authority over the armies. It made his frowns look deeper and his scowls darker. “He has broken his oath.”

			With a shrug and a sigh, Grigson dismissed the problem, and the too-hot pie. Although they had worked together, none of the foundlings were friends.

			“What of Seria?” Grigson asked, casting an eye at Terant.

			“My apprentice is still loyal,” Terant reported. “Darknim thinks he has an ally in her, but she answers to me. I have left her with them for now.”

			“Grigson, I want you in there,” the prince commanded. “These alliances are new and fragile. Break them.”

			Grigson sat upright, quickly bowing his head in acceptance, his smile broadening. Certain chores were surprisingly pleasant to the conman. Sneaking into an enemy camp seemed to be one of them.

			Terant sat a little straighter as well, an idea forming. He had been setting a trap for Master Kitable before being summoned. The issue troubling him had been how to get the enchanted item into Kitable’s sphere of influence without moving it in magically, which the wizard would detect. If Grigson was—

			“Master Terant, I understand Kitable is still a problem. As is the Northlander Circle now,” Prince Marfaie interrupted.

			The reminder of his failure to kill the Galanth wizard made Terant grimace. “They have an untouchable in the camp, a Celebrant of Totho by the name of Calanor. Kitable used him to dispel me. Thankfully, he is no warrior. We should see little of him.”

			“You have a plan?” the prince asked.

			“I need to get Kitable away from the Circle and out of his vardo’s defenses. If Grigson will be nearby, I have a suggestion.”

			“And the Circle?” the prince answered.

			Terant took a long, slow breath. The gathering of seven casters into a Circle was formidable, but the Northlanders had no finesse in their magic. He had seen two of the Circle do battle once, but their specialization in the milder elements and domains made them impotent. With the appropriate defenses, he would be immune to their influence.

			“I want the Circle broken,” Terant agreed, “but until Kitable is neutralized, that must wait. Having him help them would be … tricky. Eight casters are a bit much, even for me.”

			“So modest,” Grigson said with a laugh as he rose. “If I am to get there before they get wise to us, I must start out.”

			Nearby, an unbalanced tray poured grease onto the fire and smoke billowed out. The cooks cursed. Grigson, closest to the fire, waved his hand to clear the smoke from his face as he stepped away. Terant detected a wave of magic hidden in the gesture, but it only cleared the region near the trickster.

			Terant set a Wind Barrier between his patron and the fire, pushing the smoke back. Coughing was heard from behind the barrier as the cooks struggled to get clear. The prince, protected by the spell, did not move.

			Grigson shrugged at the disruption and left, nigh on skipping in his excitement. Terant had no doubt Grigson would thoroughly enjoy pulling the forces of Galanth apart.

			As he looked back at the prince, Terant realized the meat pie was gone from its resting place. He smirked. Grigson’s fine tunic had not been nearly as well fitted as the man left. He assumed he had missed the spell Grigson used to tip the grease into the fire and distract the cooks from his theft of the pie.

			Before heading back to his study, Terant paused to look down at Rakhund who had, as usual, said nothing. In ten years of working with the man, Terant had never seen his face. He had heard his voice only when he commanded his dragon.

			“And what of you, Rakhund?” Terant asked. “With your dragon dead—”

			“He has replaced the Black,” Marfaie interrupted. “Two Reds fly at his command. I cannot risk sending another foundling but I do not want magic getting involved against Rakhund. I need Kitable out of the way before the dragons burn the rabble to ashes, Master Terant.”

			His assignment clear, Terant bowed.

			“I will visit Sol,” Marfaie added, for a moment his eyes on the copious amount of smoke behind the Wind Barrier to his left. “I am confident his brothers are going to mount a rescue, and I cannot allow that. I will assign one of the foundlings to monitor him. If a rescue is attempted, Sol will either be moved or killed. But until then, perhaps he can provide insights that may help us.”

			“I have a trinket that can help. Shall I bring it by this evening?” Terant offered.

			“I would appreciate that, Master Terant.”

			Dismissed, Terant hobbled out. He left his Wind Barrier up, sparing the prince from the smoke until the grease had burned off and only the crackling of firewood heated the room.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Prince Sol Galanth of Solta paced.

			The room was half the size of his tent in Solta. It took him four strides to cross from the fireplace to the bed. Two cycles into his imprisonment, he made the trek from one wall to the other without conscious thought.

			That was the point. When he paced, he could think about everything else.

			Sol had been misled for ten years, then betrayed and captured. Master Clarin, Sol’s prime protector, had been serving Sol’s enemies since he had positioned himself to take the position a decade earlier. With everything, he had been working for Prince Marfaie of Tanble to bring down Sol and his brothers.

			Days after learning of that betrayal, Sol had met Prince Marfaie himself. He’d revealed that DoomDragon was his puppet. Marfaie—a man Sol thought had been dead for a decade—harbored his own plans for Sol and his brothers. Sol was helpless to stop him.

			Sol had started pacing to give his feet something to do while he cursed and plotted then cursed some more.

			Servants came and went, delivering clothing, food, and water to his room, but spoke not a word. Twice in the two cycles, they arranged a bath, although the water was frigid, and he was left drying himself on his own dirty clothing. Every few days, they took him to a small courtyard. In the snow, given a merger coat, he was allowed to see the sky for a few candles before being returned to his room.

			Days had turned into quartercycles, then a halfcycle, and he had no indication that he would be released. He did not even know if Marfaie had demanded ransom. Or maybe he had and been refused. 

			He paced more vigorously, cursing his brothers, then his nephew. He was certain, for a time, that they were to blame.

			Somewhere near a cycle of his imprisonment, he decided to escape from the courtyard. It failed, and he was beaten for it. He did not see the courtyard for another five days.

			Sol started hearing voices in his empty room, answering him when he muttered and paced. Knowing the isolation was beckoning insanity, he found parchment, ink, and quill in the desk and turned to the written word. Daily, he recorded his thoughts, forever ending with a curse for Marfaie. The acidic ink stained his fingertips yellow and made them raw.

			He remembered little of the second mooncycle in the room. After the third attempt at escape during an outing, Sol endured a worse beating, and the insanity he had kept at bay broke through.

			The journal he had been keeping had no entries. He vaguely remembered dreams of plugging the chimney, setting the room on fire, and even drowning himself, but he had lacked the conviction to follow through. Days blurred together. A haze remained.

			One day, he decided to run around the courtyard. It was surrounded by walls; running was not an escape. But in running, he discovered how profoundly weak he had become.

			Determination had set in. He ran in the courtyard, pushing himself to near exhaustion, and then paced in the room. His movement woke his mind from its slumber. His body repaired and built back up.

			Running gave him time to think. He ran past where he had punched the wall in a rage, nearly breaking his hand. He ran past the corner where he had climbed, only to be tackled by guards. He ran through the pond where he had considered drowning himself. He tried to make more rounds before he was taken back to his room.

			He thought about his life, his wife, and his sons. He thought about life before, when he had followed his father on the rides to set a neighboring warlord down or displace a rebellious soldier claiming independence. He reviewed those long rides, seeing fear in the faces around him. He had not understood then. He had considered his father a protector of the people. Now, he saw it for what it was: conquest. Zayban had claimed land, gifting them to his sons upon his passing.

			The princes kept peace in Espar, their only opposition each other. Sol had never been a warrior. Before DoomDragon and his Northlanders, he had never fought a war.

			He thought about the campaign in Solta, repelling Northlanders. It made less sense the more he reviewed it. DoomDragon had destroyed at least four villages farther north in one season, then stalled at Darbin for years. If DoomDragon had struggled to breach those walls, why had he not gone around? Sol’s soldiers would have been unable to harry them. The lands surrounding Darbin did not allow for choke points. Sol had been pinned. DoomDragon could have taken Darbin, had he wanted it.

			He did not want it, Sol decided in his pacing and running. Just as he did not want BellRoost. Once Tohmas had come to BellRoost, DoomDragon had changed strategies and taken it in a single day.

			Sol’s efforts to keep the Northlanders at bay had been futile for years. Now, he could see it.

			Tohmas saw it, Sol recognized. He had tried to warn Sol in BellRoost. He had seen that the position had been precarious. Prince Marfaie, the man back from the dead, had bled Sol and, through him, his brothers.

			Sol planned vengeance as he paced and ran. His favorite was tying Marfaie to a starvation post as a traitor. He held that image in his mind before he slept every night, vowing to make it come true.

			At noon on a warm winter’s day, Sol’s door rattled. He stepped back, expecting an early meal, but was surprised by visitors. He had not had a visitor since Marfaie had come to him nearly two mooncycles before, but these men were not the arrogant prince who had taunted Sol.

			A servant in a tunic of black and grey and a sour, stern expression was the first through. His sunken eyes were wide and glassy like a bookkeeper’s. The man was as short as a teenager but had a beard that boasted full maturity as he stood in the shadow of two larger warriors.

			The two warriors ducked to get through the door behind the servant. Their faces were marked by the traditional tattoos of rank, something Sol understood had originated in tribe life but had somehow come to be a part of Tanble’s military ranks. Both men had four tattoos, marking them as part of Marfaie’s high-ranking Bears. He thought that apt considering their fuzz, size, and surly manner.

			“Come along, Prince Sol,” the servant said, beckoning like calling a dog to heel.

			“Who, by the hells, are you?” Sol asked, his voice croaking. The fine cut of the man’s tunic and the many layers of carved bone adornments implied wealth, but Sol could not identify a rank on the man.

			“I am Melnor,” the man replied, tipping into a small bow. “I am a servant of Prince Marfaie. I have come to bring you to him. Come,” he said again, gesturing. The smile under the beard was broken by worn teeth.

			Feeling less at ease with Melnor than with the warriors and their swords, Sol stepped away. He struggled to control his ill-used voice. “What if I refuse?” 

			Melnor’s wide eyes blinked as if the thought had never occurred to him. “I suppose I would force you,” the man said with a shrug. “These two can do it or…” Melnor put a hand into his pocket and pulled out a cumbersome key-like object as long as a hand. Where Sol expected the blade of the key, a row of tiny spikes protruded. “…or I can force you to.”

			The menace in the voice was sincere enough to convince Sol that arguing was not worth his while yet. The object, whatever it was, looked unpleasant.

			Escorted by the brutes, Sol was taken down new winding stairs. Passing the groomed halls and their shuttered windows, he arrived in a basement lined with natural stone. A single room, lit with torches, had been carved out of the rock. Smoke curled up the stairwell above them.

			Melnor faced him again. “Strip, dear prince. The chains await.”

			“Now just—” Before he could properly begin his protests, iron grips fell onto Sol’s shoulders. The Bears leaned over him.

			Melnor pulled out the object in threat.

			Sol eyed the strange key, wondering if it was meant to be a torturer’s tool. With the lines of spikes on it, he did not want to figure out how it worked, but neither was he willing to bow to every whim of Marfaie’s servant. Sol was a Prince of Espar. He would not be treated like a slave.

			Sol drew himself up further, denying the rise of memories. He had survived beatings three times already, and he would again. He had not spent two mooncycles in isolation to cower before a scrawny servant. “Don’t threaten me, boy.” Sol pulled away from the Bears. With his restored strength, it took both soldiers to hold him back.

			Sol stared down at Melnor, meeting the man’s eyes instead of staring at the strange tool he did not understand.

			Melnor laughed, and it was a speckled sound. “Prince Sol, my threats are not empty. This device is tied to a powerful spell. Although I doubt you’d appreciate its complexity, it is a Five-way Domination spell that can force you to obey. If you do not do as you are told, you will be forced to. It is that simple.”

			Sol regarded the object again and realized he did not recognize the metal. Its dull brown-black was unlike any iron or copper he had seen, but it looked strong. At the least, the spikes remained sharp despite the age of the implement.

			Regardless of how much the sight of the instrument made his stomach twist, he was still a prince.

			“Then make me, you whining demon,” Sol said, finally feeling full strength return to his voice, “because I’ll not do it myself.”

			Melnor gave a tiny shrug, as if a child had declared war on him for the day, and muttered something quietly to the key.

			Cold cascaded into Sol like ice water, sweeping along each limb and then across his body. It ended by stabbing, like a hundred tiny spikes, into his mind.

			Strip, a voice commanded, then present your wrists.

			His tingling arms and legs answered despite his opposition. He released the lacings of his boots and kicked them off. His hands undid his belt, dumped it on the floor, then pulled off his tunic. Off came the trousers and hose, and all were heaped together, freeing him to extend his hands to Melnor.

			“You demonic—”

			Silence, the voice commanded, and Sol’s words stopped. He tried to shout, filling his mind with curses, but nothing came out. He could not move, not even to scream in frustration, as shackles were set on his wrists and attached to iron rings imbedded in the wall behind him. Tied by his wrists, Melnor and his two Bears left him.

			Slowly, the cold lessened, leaving only the natural chill of the deep cell. As the time flickered by, Sol took to pacing again, limited to only two steps thanks to the chains. He was reminded of the cold bath, but moving allowed him to warm somewhat.

			Marfaie was punishing him. Marfaie was angry. That meant something had gone wrong for the Prince of Tanble.

			Sol felt the first bud of hope.

			When Marfaie joined Sol in the cell, Sol was rubbing his hands together to keep feeling in them. Thankfully, there was no sign of Melnor and his key trinket. Still, Sol acutely noted that Prince Marfaie carried a cat o’ nine tails.

			Marfaie had changed out of his usual grey and black tunic with carved ivory and bone and wore a simple brown tunic and leggings. For the first time, the Prince of Tanble’s arms were bare, giving Sol a clear view of the many tattoos decorating his forearms in addition to the five crisscrossed claw marks on his face. The markings of his arms were fine and detailed; Sol had never seen anyone so intricately tattooed. It was writing, albeit in a language other than Esparan, and that unsettled him profoundly.

			A warrior arrived, pulling Sol’s chain to pin him to the wall, his hands bound before him and unable to protect his modesty. The warrior then retreated, leaving Sol face to face with Prince Marfaie.

			Without a word, Marfaie lashed the whip at Sol. The tip cut thin lines over his left shoulder. Sol started back, crying out in surprise.

			But through the burn of the whip, he still held onto hope.

			Sol’s voice croaked when he laughed dryly. “Something wrong, Marfaie? You don’t look happy.”

			The Prince of Tanble leaned in, his face a finger’s breadth from Sol’s. “Oh, I’m ecstatic, Sol. Dragal has come north.” The thick skin of the weathered man crinkled in scowl.

			Worse than the pain of the lash, Sol’s heart ached. He had known that he was bait for his two living brothers. He had been praying they would somehow know, but now that hope was dashed.

			Sol flexed his arms against the chains, but he could not strike out. Instead, he could only stare at the man in brown across from him.

			Marfaie’s scowl hardened. “Now, with Barnon already committed, I have all the sons of Zayban in one place, far from their manors and allies. I am amazed they value you so highly.” Dismissively, Marfaie turned away.

			Despite the dread he felt creeping into his stomach, Sol stood tall. “What about Tohmas? You didn’t mention my dear nephew.”

			Marfaie spun and the whip lashed out. This time, it slashed against his legs, but Sol held his feet. This pain did not matter. His running had burned his legs worse.

			Sol smiled victoriously. He had seen Marfaie’s wounded pride.

			“Habal’s dead,” Marfaie said, his voice forcibly tight as he pulled the whip into a position of readiness. “I don’t care about his son.”

			Sol shook his head, knowing his smile would goad Marfaie but, for a moment, not caring. He had only words with which to wound his torturer. 

			“Oh, you seem to care. Your magic tricks got me, but they missed Tohmas. And so long as Tohmas remains, Clarin’s usefulness is limited; Master Kitable will keep him in check. Your Northlander army cannot—”

			The lash took him across the chest, and Sol lost control of his voice and his legs, falling to his knees. Every breath shook as the lines of fire bled down his front. Another lash came across his shoulders, keeping Sol from gathering himself or his thoughts. He lost count after that, his mind too shaken by pain.

			But through the pain, he kept thinking of his stubborn nephew. There had to be a reason for Marfaie’s rage. The sons of Zayban were not defeated, not yet. Tohmas had seen through DoomDragon’s tactics in BellRoost. He had outmaneuvered DoomDragon more than once. Sol had to assume he had done so again.

			At length, the lashes stopped. Sol took long, deep sighs, with each breath repeating the same conviction: the sons of Zayban were surviving. There was hope.

			“Tohmas and his Rydan rabble will never reach Arcott,” Marfaie said. “We will break them in the march.”

			In the pause, Sol lifted his head from where he had shielded it under his bound hands. Forgetting himself entirely, a smile crept onto his face.

			“Rydans?” Sol said. A chuckle escaped him. “How many Rydans? A lot, I hope! I knew Tohmas had allies in the south, but I never imagined he would have enough clout to bring them up!”

			To Sol’s delight, Marfaie’s face fell.

			Sol guarded with his forearms, but the whip strike was sloppy and only grazed his skin. The budding hope swelled. “And coming north, coming to Arcott, are they? That means my brothers and nephew defeated DoomDragon!”

			This time, the whip struck deeper. Involuntarily, Sol’s arms withdrew, and he took two lashes across his shoulders and back instead. He felt blood run from the cuts, hot against his cold skin, yet it still did not bother him.

			“I have no need of them!” Marfaie declared as he swung.

			Seeing Marfaie’s face contort in fury emboldened him. Despite the agony of his body, Sol smiled.

			He’s scared.

			“Did you lose control of your puppet Northlander?” Sol whispered.

			Marfaie lifted the whip and Sol drew back instinctually, unable to do more than hunch in anticipation. There, he paused. His hand lowered, his jaw tense enough to choke the words as he spoke.

			“Do you think your title will save you? Princes do not kill princes. We all promised.” With his free hand, Marfaie grabbed at Sol’s throat, yanking him forward. The Prince of Tanble tightened his grip and Sol choked, but his legs did not have enough energy left to even kick at his attacker. Light flashed behind his eyes. The room darkened.

			“You will not be given that respect, not when you have the blood of my brother, of a prince, on your hands.” He leaned away and took a long breath. “But let’s talk a bit longer.” He released the hold on Sol’s throat. “Let’s talk about those forces. Let’s talk about your dear brothers, and what you know about your nephew’s allies.”

			Sol took a long breath. His vision hazily returned, the dark shape of his enemy forming in the limited torchlight. “Piss off,” he said, deliberate force in each word.

			“Then Melnor will join us. I’ve had my fun. It’s time to get answers.”

			The tiny man with the key entered the room. Sol’s chest tightened in raw fear.

			He kicked out wildly, desperate to do something—anything—to keep the magic at bay.

			Prince Marfaie stepped out of range but struck back. The whip slashed its nine claws over Sol’s chest once more.

			The pain overwhelmed his senses one last time. Consciousness left him.

			It was a form of victory.
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			Nowhere had the celebration of New Year been louder or more raucous than in Fixer City. The mobile camp of tradesmen, whores, and merchants attracted men and women from all factions—Rydan, Esparan, and Northlander—and taught them what a real festival should be. The party lasted the entire night, calming as dawn peeked over the grey hills. The new year had arrived. With it came spring, filled with promise, particularly for the forces that were freed from the commitments of war.

			Dust Weaver rearranged the shelves of his vardo shop Match and Mixer as the sun rose on New Year’s day. He replaced the more entertaining herb and drug mixtures, which had been popular overnight, with hangover cures and pain relievers. With the brewer’s vardo not far, Dust expected to have plenty of customers in the later candles of the morning.

			Once done, Dust joined his daughter Shimmer by the campfire for breakfast. Although she had been up all night with him selling concoctions under a magic lamp, Shimmer looked as if the celebration was about to begin. With her long red hair tucked under a gold wrap, she needed only to remove her overcoat to be in dancing costume. But she, like him, was ready to pack up. A prince had come from the south because the war was not yet over. A new enemy had been identified holding DoomDragon’s chain. The march would head north.

			Dust had conceded that he and Shimmer would likely go north with them. There was nowhere else Shimmer wanted to be.

			Having been kept up by the business, Dust was still yawning as he picked at a chunk of bread and drank the tea Shimmer had prepared, the pot filled with water by her summoning spell. As he sat, Dust reviewed the herbs he would need to support an old Northlander woman’s failing heart.

			“Some things never change, eh Dust?” a voice said.

			Leaping to his feet, Dust knocked his tea and plate over the fire and onto Shimmer. Shimmer sprang to her feet across from him with a curse, scowling at her stained skirt.

			The speaker had aged so little in the last decade, he still looked to be in his prime. Grigson’s hair had gone white sometime near the age of twenty, giving him a ghostly complexion. Although it was hard for Dust to know, he suspected there were spells present on the unobtrusive jerkin and tights the man wore to blend in with the merchants of Fixer City.

			To Dust’s dread, Grigson narrowed his smoky blue eyes over Dust’s shoulder.

			“Then again, perhaps some things have changed. You have improved your taste in partners!”

			Dust squared his shoulders, stoutly blocking the path to Shimmer. “Hello, Grigson. It’s been a long time.” He clenched and unclenched his left hand, telling Shimmer to stay clear of the confrontation.

			Grigson’s eyes flicked down to the gesture. The man cracked a wide grin. “You still using code like that? I did teach you Sendings, didn’t I?”  Although Dust knew Grigson was from Lour, he had none of his usual emphasis on the consonants when he spoke. He sounded almost Galanth in his choice of accents.

			The reminder that Dust’s magic would be outdone by Grigson chilled him. Dust did not stop Grigson from crossing through the campfire circle to address Shimmer. Despite his desire to blast the man to pieces, that was fated to fail. Grigson would not have come unprepared. And if Dust defended Shimmer, Grigson might think she needed protecting. The old thief would try to get her alone.

			Grigson’s stare swept up and down Shimmer’s decorated clothes, as bright as Dust’s but closer cut. Using the stain from the tea on her right thigh as an excuse, he stared at her legs the longest.

			Shimmer could present herself as any number of characters, and Dust knew each by her posture and expression. This time, she chose her true self.

			She straightened. Although she had
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