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Indigo moved her horse out at a swift trot to keep pace with the jogging Kudaness. Their stamina in the sand was impressive, but it meant she had to harden the ground for her horse with every stride to keep up his pace on the shifting terrain without injuring him. That effort required significant energy expenditure, though it wasn’t depleting her as fast as it had the night she left Yiloch and the others to seek Suac Chozai. Once she recovered from the side effects of the drug the suac had given her to walk with his gods, her ascard connection was clear and strong, almost more intense than it had been before.

Since the Kudaness considered intentional ascard use to be a form of blasphemy, it had already become a source of friction between her and Suac Chozai. Their initial confrontation over the matter remained fresh in her mind. Chozai had stopped them perhaps an hour outside of the Murak village and led her away from the warriors.

“You must stop your use of ascard. Your use of it is an affront to our gods and therefore an affront to our people. I cannot allow it to continue and expect to hold onto the respect of my warriors.”

She had swept the group with her gaze, noting the critical looks they gave her, then met his copper eyes. “Those gods you speak of already confirmed my path. I cannot keep up the pace you set on foot, and I will not injure this horse. If you take issue with my methods, I suggest you discuss it with your gods.”

Chozai’s answering scowl had chilled her blood, but he had turned away and ordered them to continue their journey. Her refusal to be cowed by him had earned her his grudging respect, though none of his affection. They shared the vision that sent them on this journey, and it appeared he was unwilling to argue against the will of his gods.

Before leaving his home village, the suac sent out messengers to all the other Murak villages to demand that they prepare their warriors and send them to the northernmost village. They stopped at the two Murak villages on their route so Chozai could give them the same message. From there, they continued into the Farid tribal lands, resting during the hottest part of the day and traveling through most of the night.

The pressure of time pressed in on her, knowing the invading Gray Army had a considerable lead over them. Even if the journey were successful, the Kudaness might gather only to arrive in Yiroth and find it destroyed? They might still defeat the Gray Army if that happened, but it mattered little to her if they did so after Lyra had fallen. Yiloch would try to save his empire at any cost. That was who he was, and she shared his desire to protect that empire, even if she no longer held his love.

They reached the first Farid village around midmorning on the third day, a collection of huts taking shape on the horizon. When they were close enough to make out villagers among those huts, a flood of armed warriors surged out to intercept them, and she gathered ascard around her as a precaution. Chozai signaled their group to stop. She brought her horse up beside him as the Murak warriors moved in close, weapons ready and eyes filled with grim determination.

“They don’t look happy to see us,” she commented, trying not to let the tremor of fear in her chest pass her lips.

Chozai’s sour grimace wasn’t reassuring. “Murak and Farid have long been rivals. If we can turn them to your cause, the rest will be easy.”

“If we can’t?”

Chozai said nothing.

As the warriors approached, she calmed her mount with a touch of ascard so her anxiety wouldn’t panic the animal. When they were close enough, she could see that the man in the lead bore no weapons and, like Suac Chozai, tattoos covered most of his visible flesh. Another Kudaness high priest.

“He is their suac?”

Chozai nodded. “He is why we come to this village first. With your power and the aid of a second suac, we can contact the suacs of the other tribes through a walk with the gods.”

She shuddered, recalling the vile taste of the liquid he had given her to initiate the previous walk with the gods and how sick it made her. “You would use my power for this? I thought the Kudaness considered it blasphemous.”

Chozai narrowed his eyes at her, muscles in his jaw twitching. “You are a fractious woman. If you prefer to travel to all the tribes on foot, I can oblige you. By then, Lyra will have certainly fallen.”

“My apologies, Suac.” She lowered her gaze, hoping he would accept it as a show of deference and sincerity. “What must I do?”

“You will feed power into me to amplify the call,” he replied. There was a catch in his voice and a bitterness in his eyes when she met them again that told her what it must cost him to accept such assistance from her.

“As you wish.” She bowed her head again, this time in respect and gratitude for his efforts.

“I do not wish it,” he growled under his breath.

Since the subject upset him, she let the conversation end there and watched the approaching warriors close the distance until they came to a stop a few yards from the Murak group. The warriors on both sides seemed to grow larger, bristling like angry dogs, ready to attack at any provocation. Would they make it long enough to discuss their proposal before someone lost control and attacked the other side? The opposing suac barked an order, and the Farid warriors lowered their weapons. Suac Chozai did the same for his side. The two suacs stepped up to one another and began conversing in their native tongue. Indigo caught a few words she had picked up in her short time among them, but she learned far more following the discussion through their body language and by reading their emotions with her power.

For a few delicate minutes, the discussion was calm. Then it grew heated, both men exuding hatred born of a long rivalry. Careful to keep her activities thoroughly masked, she pushed a slow stream of calm over them the same way she would with an agitated patient. Both men would turn on her in an instant if they had any idea she was manipulating them, but she counted on their lack of conscious ascard control to keep her actions hidden. The heated exchange calmed, and she suppressed a smile. Eventually, the other suac gave a brusque nod, and they faced her.

She caught her breath. He has copper eyes too.

Did every suac have such eyes? What would cause such a thing?

“Suac Therah has agreed to walk with the gods. We shall go to his temple.”

Doubt swept through her then. She had no desire to experience the side effects of the drug he had given her again, let alone try to choke it down. She didn’t belong here. Nor did she belong in Caithin anymore, not after setting free the man accused of having the Caithin royal family assassinated. Along with her place in Caithin, she had also lost Yiloch’s love and the possibility of a place in Lyra.

Still, she couldn’t just stand by and let the Gray Army destroy him or his country. There were people she cared for there. It wasn’t only Yiloch anymore. Ian and Cadmar had become dear to her as well. Adran also, for the love and loyalty he gave to Yiloch and for his practicality that balanced Yiloch’s passion. If this was the price she had to pay to get Kudan to help Lyra, then she would do it.

She nodded, and Suac Therah answered with a curt nod of his own, giving her a suspicious glower before turning to lead them back to the village. Their destination, Therah’s temple, was a long hut similar to the one Chozai lived in. Warriors from both tribes escorted them to the door.

Before they could enter, the door flaps opened from within, and a group of four warriors emerged, carrying a body between them. Indigo stepped back, bumping into one of the Murak warriors. The man glared at her, and she inched forward again, trying to keep her distance from the emerging group without touching anyone else. The tall, dark-skinned Kudaness made her feel somehow small and conspicuous at once.

The body was that of a young man. A reddish foam bubbled from his mouth and nose. His dark eyes stared at the sky, devoid of that distinctive spark of life. Indigo dared a quick inspection with ascard. He had died only moments ago. There was something in his system, a poison of some kind that was uncomfortably familiar. None of the others appeared bothered by the death, though Suac Therah inclined his head, closing his eyes for a quick moment, and she sensed a hint of regret in him.

When the group was clear of the door, the suacs entered. Indigo followed, staying a few respectful strides behind Chozai. One warrior from each tribe went in with them. Both of the suacs sat, one on each side of a ring of pillows, staring at one another with a dislike so intense it charged the surrounding air. When no one offered any guidance, she sat on another edge of the ring, halfway between the two men. At least they had the good sense to start seated this time. After falling the last time, this struck her as a much safer option.

The Farid warrior walked to a cabinet like the one in Suac Chozai’s hut and retrieved a waterskin. He carried it over and handed it to Suac Therah.

Therah offered it to Chozai first.

She struggled not to fidget as the Murak suac lifted the waterskin, his eyes never leaving the other man’s. She hoped their rivalry wouldn’t complicate things. How easy would it be for the Farid suac to eliminate his rival with a touch of poison?

She inspected the substance in the skin with ascard, and panic made her breath catch, causing a tightening in her chest. It was the same substance she had detected in the dead man’s body. Before she could intervene, Chozai took a deep drink from the skin. When Therah accepted the waterskin back, he too drank deeply before passing it to her.

She hesitated, recalling the dead man’s face, and gave the liquid a tentative sniff. It was the same thing Suac Chozai had given her before. If she refused to drink it, would he abandon the journey? It obviously hadn’t killed her the last time, though it had made her violently ill. Pushing aside fear, she brought the skin to her lips and made herself drink. She drank less deeply than the two suacs had on the reasoning that the men might have developed a tolerance for the substance.

The Farid warrior snatched the waterskin from her and returned it to the cabinet. She was barely aware of the two warriors leaving the hut. Both suacs were swaying now, their eyes losing focus and glazing over. They began humming and, as her vision started to blur, she let herself sway with them, trying not to fight the drug as she had the last time, hoping the aftereffects might not be so violent as a result.

This time, the pain radiating out from her stomach was less severe and the transition less jarring. The hut vanished, and there was only a brief instant of blackness. Then she was sitting under a star-filled sky in the desert. Chozai and Therah sat across from one another in the same positions they had occupied within the hut. A pale, glowing orb appeared in the center of the circle, illuminating the tattooed faces of the suacs.

Reminding herself of their purpose, Indigo focused, drawing on ascard and creating a temporary connection to feed her power into Suac Chozai. The other man did nothing to show that he was aware of the offering, but the orb glowed brighter. Chozai’s lips moved as if he spoke, but no sound came out.

She waited in the strange environment, keeping the feed of power open so Chozai could take as much as he needed.

Another suac emerged from the darkness beyond the circle and sat across from her. This man appeared older than the other two and was missing his left arm below the elbow. Neither Chozai nor Therah made any move to acknowledge the newcomer, so she followed their lead, focusing on the orb. They sat in silence, all of them gazing into the pale orb at the center. The desert pulsated around the edges of her vision, thrumming in her ears accompanying the growing pressure while stars flickered and danced in the sky above. More Kudaness, adorned with the elaborate designs of their priesthood and the varied facial tattoos that declared their tribes, came into the circle from the darkness and sat. The orb glowed brighter with each new arrival.

She dared to glance around, taking a quick inventory of the men joining them. Suac Chozai’s hair was longer and woven with more beads than that of the others. Was that significant, or could it merely be a tribal or personal preference?

Now that she had a better idea of what to expect from a walk with the gods, she felt less out of control. The lingering image of the dead man, killed, as best she could tell from her cursory examination, by the poison they had consumed to get here, kept her nerves on edge, but the experience itself was less terrifying this time. Each suac swayed with the pulsing of the desert, and she did so too, understanding now that it helped ward off the nausea the vile drink caused.

When a twelfth suac joined the circle, the others all looked up. Most glanced at her first, their judging looks like an assortment of daggers waiting to be thrown. The well-known prejudices of her people did her no favors here. Then they turned their attention to Suac Chozai. Somehow, they appeared to know that he was the one who had brought them together.

“I have called upon you to initiate a Dursik un Kar,” Chozai stated. Two others began speaking in Kudaness, but Chozai held up a hand to cut them off. He nodded to Indigo. “The gods have brought the Unseen Woman to us. She does not speak Kudaness. I ask, out of respect for the gods’ wishes, that you speak the trade tongue.”

A flurry of discussion ensued around the circle, the unfamiliar language as intelligible to her as the chatter of insects. When it ceased, all eyes turned to Indigo. She struggled to focus past the dizzying influence of the drug and determine what they expected of her.

Chozai stepped in, sparing her unnecessary embarrassment. “This is your journey. It falls to you to explain why the Kudaness should assemble the Dursik un Kar.” When she looked questioningly at him, and he frowned, perhaps searching for the right words. He finally said, “Gathering of blades.”

She nodded and looked around the circle, noticing as she did so that they all had those peculiar, dark copper eyes. Was it a sign somehow of their being chosen by the gods, or could it be a side effect of using the drug? Her gut twisted at the latter possibility. If it was the drug, how long did it take to develop? She had no interest in copper eyes.

Growing impatience in the expressions of the suacs spurred her on. Taking a deep breath, she forced her fears aside.

“Some of you have already encountered the Gray Army that swept up eastern Kudan to Lyra. The Silik,” she said, remembering Yiloch’s accounting of the army’s destructive path. She received a confirming nod from one suac and did her best not to glare at him. Did he have anything to do with Ferin’s death? Glancing away from those cold eyes, she said, “and possibly the Denilik”—the elder suac with the partial arm gave a quick nod—“have experienced the power of that army.

“The Gray Army now travels through Lyra toward the capital. They have already shown that they do not respect the lives of your people. Should they defeat Lyra, they will not leave the Kudaness in peace. The tribes of Kudan must join against this foe.”

Several expressions tightened in disapproval, and she plunged ahead before they could put voice to their arguments. “Now is the time to attack. If the Kudaness bring a rear attack against the Gray Army while they are engaged with the Lyran army, the Gray Army will fall.” She said the last with an assurance that surprised even her, but this was right, and she needed them to feel it too.

“And what if they take Lyra before we reach them,” one suac argued, glancing at Suac Chozai as he spoke.

“Then the battle will have weakened them, and they will be vulnerable to our attack,” she countered quickly, knowing they would use any hesitation as an excuse to discount her words.

“Who are they?” another Suac asked.

Before she could come up with an answer to that, the suac from the Silik tribe spoke up.

“They came from beyond the Rhuakine. Two of our villages were decimated, no one left alive.” As he spoke, the short, powerful warriors of the Gray Army on their stout horses appeared around the perimeter of the circle.

Indigo had to struggle not to react to their presence, but none of the suacs responded, though several glanced up at the Gray warriors, acknowledging this new component of the group hallucination with thoughtful nods.

“I do not know how they defeated our warriors,” the suac added, “but none of the Gray warriors left their lives upon the sand.”

“I came upon them on my journey to Kudan. They have strong adepts creating protective barriers for their warriors,” she explained. It was a little simpler than the truth, but the truth frightened her, and she didn’t want to share that. One adept controlled the power of every adept in the army. That made him more powerful than she cared to consider right then. For now, she needed to focus only on convincing the Kudaness to act.

“Then how can we expect to defeat them?” Suac Therah demanded.

She met his eyes, holding up a hand as Chozai had done earlier when several of the others started speaking into the opening. Whatever they thought about her for her race and gender, they still respected the gesture, falling silent.

“I can destroy their barriers,” she said, hoping that she wasn’t promising more than she could deliver.

The suacs turned on Chozai, hurling insults at him for bringing an ascard user among them, several reverting to their native tongue in their outrage. She kept her silence, refraining from commenting about the way they used ascard themselves, for she was certain that power was involved in this in some way. If not, how could her power have been of any use in calling the other suacs together?

Once more she waited.

The Gray warriors around them vanished, replaced by images of Lyran adepts wielding ascard in various destructive ways and the grim outcomes. Fire, ascard enhanced speed, weapons made of power—all wielded by Lyran adepts with brutal results. Among the images, she was sure she spotted Yiloch at least once, or perhaps she wanted to see him badly enough to impose his image upon the memories of the suacs playing out around them.

“The gods support this woman’s words,” Chozai defended. “Look.”

Around them, the images changed once more. Gray warriors now fought Kudaness, and not just those from a single tribe, but from many of the tribes, judging from their varied tattoos. Was Suac Chozai somehow controlling the images? She could find no evidence that he was deliberately working ascard as a sea of blood-spattered warriors of Kudan shouted out in victory around the perimeter of the circle, raising glaives and curved blades in celebration. Then the image of the Gray Army’s leader appeared among them. His dark eyes picked her out of the circle, and he smiled. She sucked in a breath, terror coursing through her.

Blackness swept in around them, the glowing orb’s light no longer reaching beyond those gathered. She was trembling. Whether from fear this time or the effects of the drug, she couldn’t tell.

“I, Suac Chozai Galal of Murak un Ani, pledge the warriors of Murak to the Dursik un Kar,” Suac Chozai declared, his commanding voice echoing through the surrounding emptiness.

After he spoke, silence reigned for several minutes. Indigo’s head was spinning. Could she avoid passing out before the others gave their answers?

The Denilik suac pounded his knee with a fist and swept the circle with a challenging glare. “I, Suac Kipith Denilik of Denilik un Ani, pledge the warriors of Denilik to the Dursik un Kar.”

Chozai offered a respectful nod to the elder. Silence stretched even longer this time, then the Farid suac sat up straighter.

“I, Suac Therah Hesik of Farid un Ani, pledge the warriors of Farid to the Dursik un Kar.”

This time there was no hesitation. The rest of the suacs each spoke, pledging the warriors of their respective tribes to the Dursik un Kar. As they did so, tears of gratitude tracked down her cheeks. She made no move to stop them, feeling the gesture would be inappropriate in this setting. They needed to know the significance of their decision resonated in her heart.

When the final suac pledged his warriors, Chozai met and held her eyes. He nodded once, his sober regard making it clear he did so in approval of her emotion. The gratefulness represented by her tears wasn’t lost on him, though she expected the deeper sadness, the sense that even this would not earn her a place in life, evaded him.

“The Dursik un Kar will gather on Kudan’s northern border where the Murak lands meet Lyra.”

The other suacs nodded and lowered their gazes to the glowing orb. One after another, they vanished, the orb fading more with each departure, until the original three remained. Suac Therah nodded to Suac Chozai and vanished. Chozai turned to her and reached a hand out. It looked like a lifeline in that deepening darkness, so she took it and blackness swept in.

When her vision returned, she was alone. She threw up again, violently emptying her stomach, but recovered faster than she had the first time. Once she composed herself, she got up from the pillows and stepped outside. Chozai waited there with his warriors and Suac Therah. They both acknowledged her with stern nods, and a warrior held the reins of her mount out to her.

“We will soon meet again, Unseen Woman,” Suac Therah said. “The gods have a purpose in bringing you to us. Never before has someone from outside the Kudan brought about a Dursik un Kar. But remember, having the attention of the gods is not the same as having their favor.”

She nodded, leaning on her horse, too exhausted to fret about what his words might mean. The suac turned away, exchanging a few words in Kudaness with Chozai. Then she mounted and followed the Murak suac and warriors away from the Farid village.
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Screams echoed through the night. Screams of terror, of pain. The screams of the dying. The intense heat of the inferno that engulfed the houses and other buildings throughout AhnSegys had become almost too much for Yiloch and his soldiers, but they pressed on. Adepts scanned for life, sending soldiers after survivors when they sensed them. Yiloch’s need for vengeance burned even hotter than the surrounding fires. Most of the soldiers and adepts acted out of obedience to their emperor, but a few, like Adran and his sister Eris, who had grown up with Yiloch, acted out of love for their Prince. Those few would always support him, even in this grisly deed, though they had tried to dissuade him first.

A young woman bolted from a house, an infant in her arms. Yiloch moved to go after her, but one of his soldiers came around the side of the burning house into her path and thrust his blade with enough force to drive it through the child into the woman’s chest. She shrieked when he ripped the blade free, and the infant slumped in her arms. A sound of complete despair. A second strike cut off her screams. Yiloch stared, wishing he could erase from his mind the memory of his mother falling from her mount, a crossbow bolt through her throat, a stream of red bright against the pale skin of her neck. These people harbored her killer. Every single one of them had to pay.

Someone touched his arm. He turned to Adran.

“Have they not suffered enough?”

“My father offered to be merciful if they would give up mother’s killer. They chose this,” he shouted over the din of the fires.

Through the trees, he could see flames spreading through the neighboring village, Segys, settled less than a quarter mile away from this one. Another band of soldiers and adepts were busy wiping it out of existence as well.

Upon receiving confirmation that the man who murdered the empress, Yiloch’s mother, was sheltering in one of the two villages, Emperor Rylan sent a company led by his eldest son to make an example of them. The villagers refused to give up the killer, insisting he had never been there. It fell to Yiloch to mete out his father’s justice. With a heart full of anguish and rage, he accepted the responsibility.

As he turned his back on those flames, he spotted another woman stepping out of her burning home. She peered up and down the street, searching for an escape route. Drawing on his power, he swapped himself with ascard in the air beside her and swept his elegant blade, the one his mother had commissioned for him, in a deadly arc. Flames reflecting on the blade left a trail of orange light in its wake. Her head flew, striking the ground some distance away. It rolled to a stop like a child’s ball. Her body, slow to comprehend its fate, remained standing for a second, as though propped upright by unseen hands, then crumpled to the ground.

Looking past that lifeless figure, Yiloch spotted a young boy standing inside the house. His eyes were wide with horror, the anguish of devastating loss twisting his pale features. An expression that was probably much like the one on Yiloch’s face when the crossbow bolt punched through his mother’s throat in front of him. He stepped toward the boy, not knowing whether he meant to kill him or try to help him. The boy shrank back into the burning house, his pale eyes filling with tears. With a crack like thunder, the structure gave out, collapsing on the youth.

Yiloch stared at the burning rubble, frozen in place by the remorse that welled up in him until someone touched his arm again. Adran. It was always Adran in his darkest moments, gazing at him with eyes full of compassion and devotion. Never judgment. Not even when he needed to be judged.

They deserved it, though, didn’t they? These people had to be punished for protecting the man who had killed his mother. They all deserved it.

* * *
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But they didn’t deserve it. They never had.

Standing at the site now, with the pungent smells of burned wood and flesh stinging his nostrils, that old guilt twisted within him. This village, built on the site of the old AhnSegys that he himself had destroyed almost ten years ago, had suffered the same fate again, but at the hands of the Gray Army this time.

Back then, he led the soldiers and adepts of Yiroth against simple villagers on his father’s orders. He was young then, and full of blind, senseless rage at the loss of his mother. Later, he learned his father sent him to decimate the villages not because they harbored his mother’s killer—they never found the man responsible for that—but because he promised the land around the river to a lord in exchange for certain political favors. That lord died of illness before he ever got around to using the land, and the people eventually came back to rebuild AhnSegys.

His father had used him, stoking his wrath until it burned out of control, then setting him loose with a target on which to vent that rage. That was why Rylan was dead now, by Yiloch’s own hand, but his death didn’t undo this wrong. Why, of all the villages the Gray Army passed through, had they chosen to burn this one? They couldn’t know the history of the area, but that only made it feel like more of a dark portent.

“Your Majesty.” Ian’s tone was cautious, the young creator sensing the volatility of Yiloch’s mood.

Neither of his current companions, the young creator Ian nor the warrior Cadmar, had taken part in that original misguided campaign. Like everyone, they knew the stories of the massacre that earned him the nickname, The Blood Prince, but they would never understand the reality of that night and the events leading up to it. They would certainly never understand the unending torment of the resulting memories.

Yiloch scowled at the destruction, the churned mud colored deep red in places with the blood of villagers, the blackened wood of the still-smoking buildings. “The Gray Army will pay for this,” he snarled.

His temperamental dappled-gray stallion, Tantrum, snorted and tossed his head in response to the sting of smoke in his nostrils and stomped one hoof, agitated by Yiloch’s distress. He set a hand on the stallion’s shoulder, an ache building in his own head from the acrid smell. Rather than turn away like he wanted to, he squeezed his legs, urging Tantrum into the village. Tantrum tossed his head again, unhappy with the choice, but did as directed.

Every village they had passed through to this point had been the same. All the people slaughtered, the homes ransacked for useful supplies. He had learned next to nothing new from poking around the remains. Still, it would be foolish to assume there would never be something to learn, especially here where the burning of the town already made the attack unusual. For some reason, their usual efficient slaughter had gone differently in AhnSegys..

In the heart of the village, his efforts finally reaped rewards. With a squeeze of his legs, he drove the stallion toward the remains of a larger building, an inn judging by the size. Near the wreckage of the inn lay three bodies, not burned or damaged beyond the large wounds in their chests. They were the first Gray warriors Yiloch had seen, and he finally understood the name the Kudaness had given them. The tone of their skin wasn’t bronze or pale or black like any of the races he knew. There was a distinct gray cast to their skin that had nothing to do with their recent death. The hair and unseeing eyes of the dead men were as black as soot. They were stocky and muscular, broad across the chest, and wore flexible leather armor woven with small plates of some unfamiliar hardwood to cover the more vulnerable areas.

Yiloch dismounted and examined the armor. Every plate was tightly woven into place with near perfect symmetry, and despite the thinness of those plates, the wood was extremely strong. Whatever these people were, they were capable and advanced enough to work with this iron-like material. He picked up one of their weapons. The short-shafted weapons, topped with a sweeping blade, were both ornate, like the lethal glaives of the Kudaness, and precisely weighted, like a fine Lyran sword. He hefted the weapon and worked through a few intricate attack moves with it. The weight felt good—efficient and deadly. All these things worked together to build a storm of dread in his chest.

“These men were killed using ascard,” Ian observed.

Yiloch nodded. “An adept. I wonder what became of him?” His gaze swept over the remains of the inn.

“Or her,” Ian added pointedly.

Yiloch ignored him. They had plenty of female adepts in Lyra, but he had defaulted to male for the same reason Ian felt it necessary to mention the alternative. Indigo was behind them now, and he couldn’t dwell on her until Lyra was secure again. He couldn’t allow Ian’s frequent, well-placed remarks to distract him from his purpose. “The important thing is that we now know their warriors aren’t invulnerable. These are the first fatalities we have seen from the Gray Army. I wish we could speak to whoever killed them.”

He attached the weapon to his saddle and mounted, but he waited, noticing that Ian’s focus had turned inward, his brow furrowed with intense concentration. After a few minutes, a small shudder passed through the creator’s lean frame, and he met Yiloch’s eyes.

“The signature of the ascard that killed these men is Myac’s.”

A chill raced up Yiloch’s spine, though he maintained the appearance of calm. Myac had to have come looking for Indigo. Why else would he have been here? He had followed her trail this far. “Is he still alive?”

Ian shrugged. “I can’t tell. I can feel his signature in that building as well, but I can’t tell from that if he’s alive or dead, or where he went from here if he did survive. All I know is he isn’t physically here anymore.”

Taking a deep breath, Yiloch tried to chase away the malignant worry creeping through him. “We didn’t cross paths with him on the way here. If he was still hunting Indigo, we should have run into him.”

“Maybe,” Cadmar said, “if he wanted us to.”

Yiloch scowled at him, hoping he would realize how unhelpful he was being.

The big warrior answered with a shrug.

Ian kicked a charred piece of wood. “If it took someone of Myac’s power to kill them, I don’t suppose that says much for our chances.”

Turning his scowl on Ian, he said, “None of this helps. Do either of you plan to give up on Lyra?”

“Of course not.” Ian’s look implied the answer should have been obvious. He looked reassuringly offended by the question.

“I will never give up on the people of Lyra,” Cadmar answered.

That was a more than satisfactory response. “Then we keep going. I am worried about Indigo as well, but she and Myac can’t be our primary concerns right now.”

Tantrum danced sideways, through with breathing in the smoke and ready to be away. A quick correction settled the stallion and turned back to his companions. They looked weary, but they gave him their attention, waiting for his orders. Whatever he asked, they would still do, even Ian, whose lingering resentment over his mistreatment of Indigo colored their every conversation.

Yiloch scanned the surrounding forest, his gaze coming to rest on the tree line to the northeast of the village. “This attack is fresh. With only three of us, we can move along game trails at speed and make our way to Yiroth. We can travel much faster than the Gray Army can, and our route will be more direct. We should be able to beat them to the city by a few days even if they don’t take time to rest.”

“Lead the way,” Cadmar urged.

Ian glanced southward with a look of longing, wondering after Indigo again. With a heavy breath, he turned back to Yiloch and nodded.

Nudging Tantrum with his heels, Yiloch directed him around the debris of a collapsed house. Once clear of the obstruction, he increased the pace, moving into the woods at a fast trot. The other two fell into a single line behind him, and he began weaving a path through the trees, searching out the game trails. This part of the forest had little undergrowth, allowing for freer movement. Tantrum responded to the slightest direction, winding around and through the trees like a great serpent. The stallion broke over into a canter, and Yiloch smiled, allowing memory to take him back to the hunts of his youth, a time before his mother died and everything changed, a time when life had been simpler.

He and Adran had camped and hunted together in these woods often in their youth. On occasion, Adran’s sister Eris or Captain Kardyn would join them, both of whom were gone now, their lives lost in the conflict to overthrow his father. Even more rarely, they would allow his younger brother, Delsan, to join them. Delsan had as little interest in learning to hunt as he did in combat skills. On their excursions, he would never take a shot with his bow, no matter how good the opportunity was. The younger prince had never been a killer. In retrospect, maybe that wasn’t such a terrible thing, but their father had put him to death for his gentle ways.

So many people had died in the war between him and his father. The pain of those losses was still fresh. How many more would die before this new enemy?
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Myac hated now as he had never hated before in his life. Not even Yiloch, his mother’s murderer, inspired this amount of pure loathing in him. His hatred burned through him, searing his mind with its intensity, blistering and utterly futile. No matter how much he hungered to make these men suffer, he couldn’t take back control of his power.

From the moment he first woke after being knocked unconscious by collapsing debris from the burning inn in AhnSegys, it was apparent his quest had taken a dreadful turn. The foreign army’s warriors rode all around him, and he lay slung in a most uncomfortable position at the front of someone’s saddle, his hands and feet bound. None of that misery mattered, though. What mattered, what sent icy blades of unfamiliar terror stabbing through him, was that he could do nothing about it. For the first time since his rise to power under Emperor Rylan, he was helpless. Whatever the foreign adept had done to him, Myac could still feel his connection to his inner aspect, but he could no longer control it.

When they realized he was awake, they unbound his feet and offered him his own mount. With no viable alternatives, he mounted the animal as best he could with his hands tied, and they resumed their journey with a warrior leading his mount. Another warrior riding near them led four more horses. Animals that must have belonged to the four men he killed in the village. The realization brought no satisfaction. They had vanquished him. The burden of defeat weighed on him so heavily that it came as a mild surprise when it didn’t slow his horse down.

The link binding him was flawless, the adept who controlled it allowing him enough access to his ability to analyze the fine workmanship of that binding, perhaps as a way of mocking him. An elaborate ascard working not only coiled around his inner aspect, but also penetrated it, drawing from it like a blood-sucking parasite. If he could figure out how to mimic that creation, it could be a very useful tool, but only if he could free himself from it first.

Did the controlling adept experience the backlash if someone bound to them in such a way died the way he had through his less sophisticated bindings?

He had no way to answer that. For now, he could do nothing. They had effectively robbed him of the power that defined him. Unless he could find a way out of this predicament, being able to analyze the working was of no value to him. He would figure out a way to kill the adept who had bound him or die trying, even if he had to use his teeth to rip the man’s throat out.

None of the soldiers made any effort to communicate with him for the first few days. They gave him food and went about tending his needs in a detached way, neither cruel nor kind in their treatment, simply indifferent. He didn’t even see the adept he was bound to or the warlord he had encountered in AhnSegys until the third day.

The army stopped in an open field, and the warriors began arranging themselves in ranks. They appeared to be preparing for battle. Just over the next rise was Lord Inaki’s holding. Perhaps they meant to eliminate that potential threat before moving on again. Myac didn’t know how many losses the lord might have suffered in the campaign to overthrow Emperor Rylan, but he had commanded a considerable force prior to that, and Lady Shyalis, with her land adjacent to his, would bring her soldiers to his aid in an instant. If they used the barrier abilities Myac had run up against during his own battle with some of these warriors, he wasn’t sure how much damage even a substantial force could do to this army, but what harm was there in hoping?

He could speculate about the foreign army’s plans, but he had no way of knowing what their purpose was. Their language made no sense at all to him. Listening to their conversations had taught him only that they appended something, perhaps a family name or honorific of some kind, to their common name when addressing one another. Thus far, he had come up with no way to use that information to his advantage.

Myac felt the adept approaching long before he saw him. The malignant presence attached to his inner aspect grew stronger when he came close. Warriors parted and bowed their heads to the man who walked through ahead of the adept. An elaborate pendant hung at the throat of the lead man, and each of the small plates of his armor had the same design individually painted on them in painstaking detail. A young man walked at his left flank, and the adept followed on his right, both dressed in armor that matched what most of the warriors wore, only the small plates woven into theirs were several shades darker. A few of those among the men surrounding them also wore the darker shade. An indicator of special rank, perhaps.

The leader stopped a few feet in front of Myac and exchanged words with the adept before turning to face him. The young soldier flanking him made a sharp gesture toward Myac, holding his hand out flat and pushing down with it.

Were they ordering him to bow or kneel?

Myac lifted his head and glared at the warlord.

Without warning, his ability started being drained from him as a leech might drain his blood, then power, bearing his own ascard signature, began pressing down on him. He tried to fight both the draining and the pressure, but his efforts proved futile. Humiliation and rage burned through him, heating his face as he sank to one knee beneath the ever-increasing pressure. The warlord approached him then and gazed down, the dark eyes on either side of his broad nose filled with almost paternal patience. The confident regard of a man who knew he would get what he wanted.

Myac spat at the warlord’s feet. A bludgeon, made of his own stolen power, struck him across the face, sending him sprawling on his side. Blood burst across his tongue along with something hard. A tooth. He couldn’t even use his power to stop the blood, so he settled for spitting the lost tooth at the warlord. The younger man lunged forward then, his leg swinging out to land a mighty kick in Myac’s gut. He curled around the burst of agony.

“Na-jnai!” the warlord roared.

The young man, Na-jnai, dropped to his knees, bowing his head almost to the ground, and uttered something in their strange language, his tone thick with remorse. He addressed the warlord as Ksa-jnai, appending something else that sounded like a title to the name. Through the haze of pain, Myac clung to the fact that the two shared the same honorific, if that’s what it was. The information might prove useful somehow. At the very least, it gave him something to focus on outside of his own pain and outrage.

Ksa-jnai nodded and spoke to the adept. Again, Myac felt his own power being used on him, this time to force him to rise against his will, ending in a kneel with his head pushed low enough that he had to put his bound hands out in front of him to keep from falling on his face.

While the adept healed Myac’s injuries, the warlord addressed Na-jnai again, his tone scolding. The tooth was gone forever, but his torn gums and the lacerations in his cheek mended quickly. Apparently, the adept’s abuse was acceptable, while the kick Na-jnai had given him was not. He yearned to understand the difference. There were too many possible answers and, without understanding their language or being able to read their emotions with ascard, he couldn’t hope to guess the right one.

Fighting an urge to curl on the ground and give up, he turned inward and made himself inspect the working that redirected his power again. The little he could access of his inner aspect was barely enough for him to confirm that the invasive working was even there. Beyond that, he couldn’t build up enough strength to have any hope of countering it. His weak probing earned a chuckle, and Myac glanced up to see the adept’s gloating smile. The warlord looked over and noticed the smile as well. His lips pressed together in a firm line.

To Myac’s considerable surprise, the leader sharply reprimanded the adept this time, and he finally caught the hated man’s name, Ini-jnai. All three men shared the same honorific. What was their connection? They didn’t appear to be family, though he had a hard time making a proper assessment of their unfamiliar features.

The adept accepted his admonishment with a nod to his warlord, then he turned to Myac and bowed his head, lowering his eyes in a manner that appeared to communicate genuine remorse. He said a few things under his breath, and the warlord nodded his approval, then turned a disturbingly fond smile on Myac. Confusion and frustration raged through him like a tornado. That they had taken him prisoner was beyond dispute, so this confusing treatment made no sense, unless...

Fresh fury boiled up in Myac. He wasn’t being treated like a prisoner. He was being treated like a wild animal. The warlord, Ksa-jnai, had taken an enemy adept into his army, and now he needed to break him properly. Firm treatment had to be mixed with kindness when bringing any creature to heel.

Still, there was a certain measure of respect in the warlord’s conduct, perhaps inspired by the power he had seen Myac wield, or maybe because of his defiance in the face of overwhelming odds. That grudging consideration confused him, giving him something to cling to in a sea full of predators. Surrounded by their hostile army and rendered powerless as he was, it was hard to resist turning to the warlord for the protection he offered. That too had to be an intended outcome on Ksa-jnai’s part, but knowing that the foreign warlord was manipulating him did little to change the outcome of that manipulation.

They could heal, or at least Ini-jnai could. He needed to keep that in mind because it significantly pushed out the limits on how much they could hurt him if he didn’t behave the way they wanted him to. He met the warlord’s eyes. Respect and a mystifying pride shone in those dark depths. Staring down at Myac, he made the same gesture the young warrior had made earlier, directing him to bow his head, but the gesture and his regard were gentle, making it feel more like a request than a demand. When he made no move to submit, Ksa-jnai tilted his head ever so slightly to one side and continued to watch him, his gaze full of patience and assurance.

I must hate you. Myac memorized every feature of the warlord’s face and drew in a deep breath. I must hate everyone in your army, but you the most.

There was no press of power this time. He bowed his head of his own volition. The weight of the submission was crushing. The warlord spoke a few words, then strode away, Ini-jnai and Na-jnai following. Someone brought a horse up next to Myac, and another warrior took his arm, helping him to his feet with a grip that was only as firm as it needed to be. As he mounted, he ran his tongue over the right side of his lower jaw, feeling the gap left by the missing tooth. It wouldn’t be so hard remembering to hate Ksa-jnai after all.

The entire army mounted and finished organizing into ranks. The soldier leading Myac’s mount moved up through those ranks until they were two rows of warriors behind the warlord when the army surged into motion. A shudder coursed through him. This was not where he wanted to be if they were heading into a battle. Ideally, he would like to be somewhere on a tower or fortified wall, watching the action from afar. At worst, down in the thick of things was tolerable if he had a plethora of barriers and his immense ascard power to throw around. Although, if Ini-jnai died in the fighting, that might make it worth it, but he doubted Inaki and Shyalis had enough combined military might to defeat this force, especially given the magnitude of the blended power Ini-jnai wielded and the practiced skill with which he did so.

Did any adept in this army have control of their own power? It was pointless trying to pick out the other adepts without being able to use ascard. Even Ini-jnai wielded one of the long-handled swords, and the armor he wore was no different from that of the other ranking individuals in any way Myac could discern. When he had tried to oppose the adept in AhnSegys, he had come up against that combined power, and it was extraordinary—the abilities of hundreds of adepts woven together with remark-able mastery. Given those numbers, he should have seen at least a few adepts by now, which suggested that they all wore the same armor and carried the same weapons as the warriors.

The type of working that bound the adepts together was like something he had encountered before. Merging power in that way required a group of adepts to feed their abilities willingly into a single lead adept who then had to weave it together seamlessly enough to wield it. It was hard enough to find adepts who would relinquish control of their abilities. Finding someone willing to control that blending while knowing the risks if someone pulled out at a critical moment was nearly impossible. This variation on that binding, however, eliminated the risk. The adepts on the feeding end had no control at all. If all of them were bound as he was, Ini-jnai could draw from them as much or as little as he needed whenever he wanted to, and they had no say in it.

Did these foreign adepts give themselves willingly to such servitude?

A wave of motion moved through the army as they drew their short-hafted weapons. Myac tensed, wishing he had at least enough power left in him to burn through the rope that bound his wrists. It would be far easier to ride without his hands bound, and he disliked someone else having control of his horse. It would also be easier to get his hands on a weapon and go after Ini-jnai in the heat of battle. Hence the reason they kept his hands tied, and he didn’t have enough ascard at his disposal to do anything about it. He was basically blind without his power, unable to reach ahead and search out the opposing force, unable to feel what the other adepts in the army were doing.

sudden drain on his power startled him. The adept didn’t take enough to risk harming him, but enough that the effect was immediately evident. Focusing on the power wrapped insidiously around his own, Myac found he could feel some of what was going on through Ini-jnai. The lead adept was drawing on the adepts to construct a powerful barrier over every man and horse in the entire army. The concussion from ascard assaults colliding with portions of that barrier from without reverberated through the other adept, jarring Myac slightly. Those incoming attacks were woefully inadequate against the combined power the warlord’s primary adept wielded.

With his power being leeched from him and his focus following Ini-jnai’s workings, a group of mounted Lyran soldiers surging into the midst of the army startled him. The strikes of the Lyran soldiers bounced off their targets, but the force behind those attacks threw a few of Ksa-jnai’s warriors off balance. One Lyran soldier looked right at Myac, a flicker of surprise lighting his eyes, then bright red blood choked up through his lips in sharp contrast to his pale skin as a long blade punched through his chest.

The warrior leading Myac’s mount turned his own horse at an angle in front of him, and several other warriors formed a protective buffer around him, apparently unwilling to lose such an asset. Under different circumstances, the realization might have been flattering. Here it only ensured that no one was going to get close enough to help him escape.

He leaned to look between two warriors blocking him in. Ksa-jnai was no longer in front of them. Following the binding that linked him to Ini-jnai allowed him to locate the adept and Ksa-jnai, whose side he rarely strayed far from. The warlord was at the head of a charge that swept around one side and surged toward a second group of Lyran soldiers charging into the heart of the army. The Lyran tactics were haphazard and reckless. A suicidal charge meant to distract, not win. A ruse. Judging by the rage on Ksa-jnai’s face, he knew it.

Leveling the weapon with its long, swept blade, the gray-skinned warlord charged at the opposing soldiers. In the last instant, the nearest Lyran soldier spun to face him, the man’s long, pale hair flowing out beneath his helmet as he spurred his mount toward Ksa-jnai. His sword came forward in a fierce thrust, powered by the lunge of his horse. The sword struck the warlord’s chest, deflected to the side and twisted from the soldier’s grasp by its impact against the invisible barrier. He caught hold of the front of his saddle with one
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