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 PROLOGUE

Asgaroth sent his consciousness across the stars, past nebulae of flaming gases, past black holes that sucked in all matter, beyond galaxies dying and gone cold, until he stood upon the broken remnants of the One True World before his master, Shadoath.

She appeared to him as a goddess of shadow, a petite woman, sleek and elegant, her supple limbs the very definition of grace, raven hair cascading down bare shoulders, her smooth skin as flawless as perfect virtue, her lips so red that blood would envy it.

A shadow slanted across her face, hiding her features, but her eyes sparkled like black diamonds.

She sat upon a marble dais in a garden, with trees twisting up like thick serpents, their dark leaves hissing in a hint of wind, while among them sweet doves sang their night songs.

In the hollows among the trees stood her guardians, those who worshipped her, those whose love enslaved them. Once, in a previous life, Asgaroth had grown a cancer on his shoulder. For weeks a fevered hump had amassed, swelling so quickly that he could almost watch it. He knew that it would kill him in time, and had watched it with morbid dispassion, until finally one day the skin above it had grown so taut that it could no longer hold, and a rip appeared. From out of it he saw the cancer: a grotesque fleshy head  with a mouthful of crooked teeth, a single milky eye, and some ragged hair.

He had looked upon it with dispassion, laughing. ‘It is my true self revealed at last!’ he’d whispered.

But those who guarded Shadoath were more twisted still, mere humps of flesh with crooked backs that surely could not attain higher thought. They seemed to sprout heads and arms almost at random. He saw one that had three full hands budding from a single arm, yet it held a silver scimitar in one of those hands with expertness, its swollen fingers like red claws wrapped painfully about the hilt.

Shadoath watched him approach with dispassion. They had spoken countless times before, over the millions of millions of years.

‘Mistress,’ Asgaroth whispered. ‘The torch-bearer has chosen a new form.’

Asgaroth showed her a vision of Queen Iome Sylvarresta, her womb swelling with new life, a spirit shining like a fallen star beneath the flesh.

Shadoath showed no emotion. It had been ages since this torch-bearer had last shown himself. He had been in hiding, for centuries, purifying himself, firming his resolve.

‘What does he desire?’ Shadoath asked.

Asgaroth showed her a vision of the world of the Runelords, a world healing after the fierce battles between the reavers and the Earth King, a world healing more than any world should, a world remaking itself in the shape of the One True World. ‘He has found it: a world that holds the memory of the master rune. The restoration is at hand!’

This caused Shadoath to rise. Once, so long ago that even the memory of the events had faded, so that now it was only a legend, the Dark Master had sought to seize control of all creation, had sought to bind all that existed to her. But her efforts had failed, the master rune itself was broken, and at that time, the One True World had shattered, splintering into a thousand thousand shadow worlds,  each but a dim reflection of the perfect world that had been.

With its destruction, the knowledge of the master rune was lost. Long had Asgaroth believed that reality was like a shattered crystal, each shadow world a shard of what had been. And one of those shards would still know the shape of the master rune.

Now, they had found that shard. And with the knowledge, the master rune could be rebuilt. The shadow worlds could be bound in one, all worlds colliding to make a perfect whole.

‘He will seek to bind the worlds,’ Shadoath said.

Both Shadoath and Asgaroth had amassed a wealth of knowledge about magic. But neither knew the key to binding the worlds, to bringing forth the restoration.

‘Then we must make sure that he is under our sway,’ Asgaroth said. ‘After his birth, it will take time before he fully awakens to his power. The torch-bearer will be vulnerable. ’

‘Then we should plant the seeds of his destruction now,’ Shadoath said. ‘You know what to do. Open a gate to his world, and I will bring my armies and join you.’

Asgaroth smiled. Shadoath’s resources were unbounded, her cunning unsurpassed, her cruelty inspired. Compared to her, the monster Scathain who had lost against the Earth King was but a worm. She had defeated the torch-bearer countless times before. She would defeat him one last time, in this the most desperate of contests. For this time it was not a single world that hung in the balance, it was all creation.

‘An open gate awaits you,’ Asgaroth said, and he showed her a vision of a tiny village, burned to slag there among the woods. Chimneys of blackened stone were all that was left of the houses. On a patch of ashes, among ash-covered bones, green flames glowed, creeping along the ground.

At that moment, the Earth King Gaborn Val Orden was taking a late meal. He set down his wine goblet and felt  vaguely disturbed. He tilted his head as if listening. He felt something . . . A keen sense of danger that prickled the hair on his scalp. But it was distant, in the future. And it was not targeted at a certain person. It was diffuse, and vast. It was an evil large enough to lay waste to an entire world.
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 PERFECTING THE DARKNESS

No one can truly be called a man so long as he basks in the light of his father and mother. For until we are forced to stand alone, we never know the measure of strength that abides within us. And once a boy’s father dies, he cannot be called a child any longer.

—The Wizard Binnesman


 



 



 



This was the face of the Earth King: Skin the shade of dark green oak leaves, fading in the fall. Old man’s hair of silver webs. A sorrowful face as full of furrows as the rind of a rotting apple. And green-black eyes that were wild, hunted, like the eyes of a stag in the forest.

That is how Fallion, at the age of nine, remembered his father. A father he had not seen now for three years.

Strange then, that on an autumn evening as Fallion rode on a mountain track outside Castle Coorm with his younger brother Jaz and Hearthmaster Waggit beside him, and a small contingent of guards bristling front and back, the image of his father should intrude so heavily on Fallion’s mind.

‘Time to turn back,’ the point guard, a woman named Daymorra, said in a thick accent. ‘I smell evil.’

She nodded to her right, up a hill where fences of stacked gray stones parceled out some cowherd’s lands and formed a dam that held back the leaning pine forests of the mountains  above. There, at the edge of the forest rose a pair of barrows, houses for the dead. In the swiftly falling darkness, the shadows under the trees were black. And above the mountain hovered a haze, purple and green like a bruise in the sky. Strange lights flashed among the gauzy clouds, as if from distant lightning.

Fallion’s personal guard, Sir Borenson, laughed and said, ‘You don’t smell evil. It’s a storm you smell.’

Daymorra glanced back, troubled. She was a rugged woman from beyond Inkarra, with strange skin as gray as a tree trunk, black hair as fine as flax, and black eyes that glinted like lightning. She wore a simple outfit of ebony cotton covered by a supple leather vest, with an ornate steel buckler that covered her belly, and a slave’s collar of silver around her neck. Neither Fallion nor anyone that he knew had ever seen anyone like Daymorra until she had shown up at the castle six months earlier, sent by Fallion’s father to join the guard.

‘Humans may not smell evil,’ Daymorra said. ‘But I’ve garnered endowments of scent from a burr. They know the smell of evil. Something is there, in trees. Evil spirits, I think.’

Fallion knew of men who had taken endowments of scent from dogs, but he had never even heard of a burr. Daymorra claimed to have taken endowments of hearing from bats, grace from hunting cats, and brawn from a wild boar. The skill to draw attributes from animals other than dogs was unheard of in Fallion’s land. If her story was true, hers was an exotic amalgam of powers.

Fallion rose up in his saddle, drew a deep breath, and tasted the air. It was so heavy with water, he could smell tomorrow’s morning dew, and the air was just cool enough that he could feel the first thrill of winter in it.

I do smell something, he thought. It was like an itch, an electric tingle, across the bridge of his cheek.

Daymorra eyed the barrows distrustfully and shivered. ‘One should give dead to fire or water, not leave evil spirits in the ground. We should turn back now.’

‘Not yet,’ Waggit argued. ‘We don’t have far to go. There is a thing that the boys must see.’

Daymorra’s nostrils flared; she reined in her horse, as if thinking, then urged it ahead.

Fallion’s younger brother Jaz had been watching the side of the road for small animals. Fallion’s first vivid memory had been of discovering a frog - like a bit of gray-green clay with a dark mask. It had hopped over his head and landed on a lilac leaf when he was only two. He’d thought it was a ‘squishy grasshopper,’ and felt the most amazing sense of wonder. After that, Fallion and his brother had become obsessed with hunting for animals - whether they be hedgehogs in the fields above the castle, or bats in the guard towers, or eels and crayfish in the moat. Jaz spoke up, ‘What is a burr?’

Daymorra frowned, then made big eyes and spoke as she rode. ‘A fawn, I think you call it. It is a forest fawn?’

Jaz shrugged and looked to Fallion for help. Though Fallion was only a few months older than his brother, Jaz always looked to him for help. Fallion was both much larger than Jaz and more mature. But even Fallion had never heard of a ‘forest fawn.’

Waggit answered, ‘Among the islands where Daymorra’s people come from, the burr is a small antelope - not much taller than a cat - that lives in the jungle. It is a timid creature. It is said that the burr can taste the thoughts of those that hunt them. The fact that Daymorra was able not only to catch one, but to take an endowment from it is . . . remarkable. ’

They rode around a bend in silence, plunged below a thin cloud, and climbed again, only the thud of iron-shod hooves and the slithering sound of ring mail announcing them. To the left, the dull sun floated on the horizon like a molten bubble in a vat of ore. For the moment there were clouds above him and below, and Fallion pretended that he was riding through the clouds. The road ahead was barren, riddled with rocks and roots.

Fallion caught a movement out of the corner of his eye,  glanced to his right, under the shadowed pines. A chill crept up his spine, and his senses came alive.

Something was under the shadows. Perhaps it had just been a raven flitting under the trees, black against black. But Fallion saw Borenson reach down with his right hand and grasp his long-handled warhammer, whose metal head had a bird on it, with spikes sticking out like wings.

Fallion was young enough to hope that a bear hid in the woods, or a huge stag. Something better than the ground squirrels and cottontail rabbits he’d been spotting along the road.

They crested a small hill, overlooking a vale.

‘Look there, my young princes,’ Waggit said soberly to both Fallion and Jaz. ‘Tell me what you see.’

A cottage squatted below, a tidy home with a freshly thatched roof, surrounded by ruby-colored roses and butterfly bushes. Birds flitted everywhere - yellow-headed bee eaters hovering and diving around the bushes.

A woman was out late, handsome, in a burgundy work dress, her hair tied back with a lavender rag, raking hazelnuts onto a ground cloth while her red hens clucked and raced about pecking at bugs and worms in the freshly turned leaves.

The woman glanced uphill at the riders, no doubt alerted by the thud of hooves on hard clay, the jangle of weapons. Worry showed in her eyes, but when she saw Borenson, she flashed a smile, gave a nod, and went back to work.

Hearthmaster Waggit whispered to the boys, ‘What do you know of that woman?’

Fallion tried to let his mind clear in the way that Waggit had taught him, to focus. He was supposed to gaze not just upon her face or figure, but upon the totality of her - her clothing, her movements, the house and possessions that she surrounded herself with.

Waggit was teaching the boys to ‘read.’ Not to read characters or runes upon a parchment, but to read gestures and body language - to ‘read’ people. Waggit, who had mastered several disciplines in the House of Understanding, insisted  that ‘Of all the things I teach you, reading the human animal, as is taught in the Room of Eyes, is the skill that you will invoke most in life. Reading a person well can mean the difference between life and death.’

‘She’s not married,’ Jaz offered. ‘You can tell because she doesn’t have any clothes but hers drying on the line.’ Jaz always tried to speak first, making the easy observations. That only made Fallion’s job harder.

Fallion was being tested; he struggled to find something more insightful to say. ‘I don’t think she wants to get married . . . ever.’

Behind him, Sir Borenson gave a sharp snort of a laugh and demanded, ‘Why would you say that?’

Borenson knew this land, this woman. His snort sounded almost derisive, as if Fallion had guessed wrong. So Fallion checked himself, and answered. ‘You and Waggit are her age. If she wanted a husband, she’d smile and look for a reason to talk. But she’s afraid of you. She keeps her shoulders turned away, like she’s saying, “Come near me, and I’ll run.”’

Borenson laughed again.

Waggit asked, ‘Is he correct?’

‘He’s got the widow Huddard right,’ Borenson said. ‘Cool as midwinter. Many a man has wanted to warm her bed, but she’ll have nothing to do with any of them.’

‘Why not?’ Waggit asked. But he didn’t ask Borenson or Jaz. Instead he looked at Fallion, probing, testing.

What he saw was a handsome boy with black hair, tanned features, nearly flawless. His face still swelled with the fat of a child, but his eyes held the wisdom of an old man.

Waggit studied the boy and thought, He’s so young - too young to plumb the depths of the human soul. He is, after all, only a child, without even a single endowment of wit to his name.

But Waggit also knew that Fallion was of a special breed. The children born in the past few years - after the Great War - were different from children born in the past. Stronger.  Wiser. Some thought that it had to do with the Earth King. As if the rise of the first Earth King in two millennia had bestowed a blessing upon their seed. It was said that children in the rising generation were more perfect than their forefathers, more like the Bright Ones of the netherworld than normal children.

And if this was true of the get of common swineherds, it was doubly true of the Earth King’s firstborn, Fallion.

Fallion’s brother Jaz was nothing like Fallion. He was a kind boy, small for his age, and already distracted by a salamander pawing through the dead leaves by the roadside. He would be a thoughtful prince someday, Waggit imagined, but nothing special.

But Fallion had a greater destiny. Even now he gazed down upon the widow, trying to discover why she would never marry.

Her little cottage at the edge of the wilds was so . . . lush. The garden behind the house was lavish for a lone woman, and it was kept behind a tall fence so that her milk goat, which stood in the crook of a low apple tree, could not get the vegetables.

Bushes and trees had been planted around the house to break the wind and offer shelter to birds - bee eaters and sparrows that, like the chickens, cleared the garden of worms and beetles.

Wicker flower baskets hung from the eaves of the cottage, drawing honeybees, and Fallion did not doubt that the widow Huddard knew where the hives lay.

This woman lived in harmony with nature. Her home was a little island paradise surrounded by rocky hills.

Fallion said, ‘She works hard. Nobody around her works as hard. We’ve seen a hundred cottages along the road, but none like hers. She doesn’t want to raise some man like he was a baby.’

Sir Borenson laughed again.

Waggit agreed, ‘I suspect that you’re right. The other shacks that we’ve passed were poor indeed. Their owners merely  survive. They look at the hard clay, the rocky ground, and don’t have the heart to work it. So they let their sheep and cattle crop the grass short and live off what scraps of meat they can get. But this woman, she thrives on ground that breaks the hearts of lesser men. One widow with the heart of a warlord, forever battling the rocks and clay and cold up on this hillside . . .’ Waggit spoke with a note of finality. The lesson was done.

Fallion asked Waggit, ‘Did you bring us all of the way up here, just to see one old lady?’

‘I didn’t bring you up here,’ Waggit said. ‘Your father did.’

Jaz’s head snapped up. ‘You saw my da?’ he asked eagerly. ‘When?’

‘I didn’t see him,’ Waggit said. ‘I heard the command last night, in my heart. A warning. He told me to bring you boys here.’

A warning? Fallion wondered. Somehow it surprised him that his father had spared him a thought. As far as Fallion knew, his father had forgotten that he even had a pair of sons. Fallion sometimes felt as fatherless as the by-blows that littered the inns down on Candler’s Street.

Fallion wondered if there was more that his father had wanted him to see. Fallion’s father could use his Earth Powers to peer into the hearts of men and see their pasts, their desires. No man alive could know another person or judge their worth like Fallion’s father.

Fallion’s horse ambled forward, nosed a clump of grass by the roadside. Fallion drew reins, but the beast fought him. ‘Get back,’ Fallion growled, pulling hard.

Borenson warned the stallion, ‘Careful, friend, or the stable-master will have your walnuts.’

All right, Fallion thought, I’ve seen what my father wanted me to see. But why does he want me to see it now?

Then Fallion had it. ‘With a lot of work, you can thrive in a hard place.’ With rising certainty he said, ‘That is what my father wants me to know. He is sending us to a hard place.’

Borenson and Waggit caught each other’s eyes. A thrill passed between them.

‘Damn,’ Borenson said, ‘that boy is perceptive.’

Movement up on the hill drew Fallion’s eye - a shadow flitted like a raven between the trees.

Fallion could not see what had drawn his attention. The wet trunks of the pines were as black as ruin. The forest looked as wild and rugged as Fallion’s father.

He focused on the tree line. A few great oaks sprawled silently along a ridge, offering shade to a pair of brown cattle, while smaller oaks crowded the folds. But still there was no sign of what had drawn his eye, and again Fallion felt uneasy.

Something is there, Fallion realized. Something in the shadows of the trees, watching us - a wight perhaps. The ghost of a shepherd or a woodsman.

The loud bleat of a sheep rode down from the woods above, echoing among the hills in the crisp evening air.

‘Time to go,’ Borenson said, turning his horse; the others fell in line.

But the image of the cottage lingered, and Fallion asked, ‘The widow Huddard, she . . . makes a lot of her own things. She sells milk and vegetables, honey and whatnot?’

‘And your question is?’ Waggit asked.

‘She lives well from her own labors. But I was born a lord. What can I make?’

Fallion thought of the craftsmen at the castle - the armorers, the alewives, the master of the hounds, the dyers of wool. Each jealously guarded the secrets of his trade, and though Fallion suspected that he could master any of those trades, he had no one to teach him.

Waggit smiled with satisfaction. ‘The common folk manipulate  things,’ he said. ‘Blacksmiths work metal, farmers till the land. That is how they earn their living. But a lord’s art is a greater art: he manipulates people.’

‘Then we are no better than leeches,’ Fallion said. ‘We just live off of others.’

Sir Borenson sounded so angry that his voice came out a near roar. ‘A good lord earns his keep. He doesn’t just use  others, he empowers them. He encourages them. He makes them more than what they could become by themselves.’

Maybe, Fallion thought, but only because they know that he’ll kill them if they don’t do what he says.

With a sly grin, Waggit added, ‘A lord’s craft can indeed be marvelous. He molds men. Take Sir Borenson here. Left to his own devices, he is but the basest of clay. He has the natural instincts of a . . . cutthroat—’

‘Nay,’ Daymorra threw in with a hearty laugh. ‘A lecher. Left to his own ways, he’d be a lout in an alehouse, peddling the flesh of young women.’

Borenson blushed, the red rising naturally to his face, and laughed. ‘Why not both? Sounds like a good life to me.’

‘But your father turned Borenson into a lawman,’ Waggit said. ‘And there are few better. Captain of the Guard, at one time.’

Fallion gave Borenson a long look. Fallion had heard that Borenson had been powerful indeed - until his Dedicates had been killed. Now the guardsman had no endowments of brawn or of speed or of anything else, and though he had the respect of the other guards, he was the weakest of them all. Why he had not taken new attributes was a mystery that Fallion had not been able to unravel.

Fallion knew that there were dangers in taking endowments of course. Take the brawn from a man, and you become strong, but he becomes so weak that perhaps his heart will fail. Take the grace from a woman, and suddenly you are limber, but maybe her lungs won’t unclench. Take the wit from a man, and you have use of his memory, but you leave an idiot in your wake.

It was a horrible thing to do, taking an attribute from another human being. Fallion’s mother and father had abhorred the deed, and he felt their reluctance. But why had Borenson turned away from it?

Borenson wasn’t a real guard in Fallion’s mind. He acted more like a father than a guard.

Waggit said softly, ‘The shaping of men is a—’

There was an odd series of percussive booms, as if in the distance up the mountain, lightning struck a dozen times in rapid succession. The sound was not so much heard as felt, a jarring in the marrow.

Waggit fell silent. He’d been about to offer more praise for the Earth King. But he often worried about praising Fallion’s father in front of the boys. Gaborn Val Orden was the first Earth King in two thousand years, and most likely the last that mankind would see for another two thousand. He cast a shadow that covered the whole world, and despite Fallion’s virtues, Waggit knew that the boy could never come close to filling his father’s boots.

Waggit had an odd sensation, glanced up the hill. Almost, he expected to see the Earth King there, Gaborn Val Orden, stepping out from among the shadow of the trees, like a nervous bear into the night. He could nearly taste Gaborn’s scent, as rich as freshly turned soil. Nearby, a cricket began to sing its nightly song of decay.

Borenson drew a deep breath, and raised his nose like a hound that has caught a familiar scent. ‘I don’t know about evil, but I smell death. There are corpses in the forest.’

He turned his horse, and with a leap it was over the hedge and rushing up toward the pines. Waggit and Daymorra looked at each other, as if wondering whether they should follow, and Fallion made up their minds for them. He spurred his horse above the hedge and gave chase.

In moments, they thundered over the green grass up the hill, leapt another stone fence, and found themselves under a dark canopy. The pine needles lay thick on the ground, wet and full of mold, muffling the footfalls of the horses. Still, with each step, twigs would break, like the sound of small bones snapping in a bird.

It seemed unnaturally bleak under the trees to Sir Borenson. He’d been in many forests. The clouds above and the setting sun had both muted the light, but the black pine boughs seemed to hurry the coming of the night.

In the solemn forest, mist rose from the ground, creating  a haze, like an empty songhouse once the candles have been snuffed out, after the last aria of the evening.

They rode through deep woods for nearly half a mile before Borenson found the bodies. They were riding up a steep draw, through trees so thick that even ferns could not grow beneath them, when they came upon five girls lying in the crooks of a mossy old oak - pale flesh, white and bloodless, fingers and toes turned blue.

Each body was at a different height. But all of them were well above the reach of wolves. All of the girls were young, perhaps five to thirteen years old, and most were naked. Their bellies looked swollen, as if they were pregnant.

But most horrifying were their expressions. They stared up with eyes gone white, and their mouths gaped wide, as if they had died in inexpressible fear or agony.

Both, Borenson suspected. His heart sank. His own daughter Talon, the oldest of his brood, was eight. At that moment he felt that she was the most precious thing in his life. He glanced back, afraid that Fallion and Jaz would see the bodies, but it was too late. The princes were staring in shock.

Fallion peered up, horrified by what he saw. As yet, he had not learned the mysteries of how children were formed. He had never even seen a girl with her clothes off, and he knew that what he saw now was evil and unnatural.

Up the hill, there was a cracking sound in the woods, as if a horse had stepped on a branch. Everyone stopped and glanced uphill apprehensively for a moment, then Borenson turned back to the princes.

‘Get them away from here,’ Borenson told Waggit and Daymorra.

Borenson rode his horse near, placing himself between the princes and the girls in order to obscure their view. And for a moment he just stared at two of the girls, wedged in the crook of the same branch, whose bodies lay almost even with his eyes.

Both girls had rips and cuts on their flesh, bruises from  rough handling. Both had obviously been violated by a big man, for there was bleeding and tearing in their most sacred places.

Borenson glanced at the ground and saw huge tracks - as if an impossibly large bear had been circling the tree.

Waggit rode up and whispered, ‘The girls taken from Hayfold? All the way up here?’

Borenson nodded. Three girls had been kidnapped a couple of nights before from the village of Hayfold. Such crimes were almost unheard of since the coming of the Earth King. Yet more than three bodies were here now. Borenson wondered where the other two had come from.

‘I’ll cover the corpses,’ Borenson said. ‘We can bring a wagon up tonight to retrieve them.’

He reached up, feeling more fatigued than his labors of the day could account for, and unpinned his green woolen cape. The lowest two girls were laid out side by side, and he imagined that his cape would cover both of them.

But just as he pulled the cape up, one girl moved.

He grunted in surprise and quicker than thought his boot-knife leapt from scabbard to hand. He stared at the girl for a moment, and saw movement again - a shifting in her belly.

‘Is . . . is there something in there?’ Waggit asked, his voice shaken.

And now that Borenson thought about it, he realized that the girls were too bloated for such cold weather. They shouldn’t have swelled so much in a pair of nights.

He saw it again, as if a child kicked inside the dead girl’s womb.

‘There are babies in there,’ Fallion said, his face a study in horror and amazement.

Leaning forward, Borenson plunged in his knife, penetrating the skin, so that the smaller girl’s belly flayed open. Out spilled its contents.

Borenson saw several creatures - wet, slimy, squirming. Like black malformed pups feeding at their mother’s teats.

One spilled out onto a limb, rolling to its back. Its eyes were lidless, like a snake’s, and vast and soulless in a wolflike face. Its tiny paws looked powerful, with claws as sharp as fishhooks. Its body looked too long for those legs, almost otterlike, with folds of skin that ran from leg to leg, like a flying lizard. But the creature had black hair, and its mouth held far too many teeth.

‘What in the world?’ Waggit intoned with revulsion.

The girl’s innards were mostly gone. Tripe, guts, liver. The monsters had been feeding on them.

‘Eating their way out,’ Waggit said. He asked the others, ‘You ever heard of anything like this?’

‘You’re the scholar,’ Borenson shot back.

Both men looked to Daymorra for an answer. She was the one who had traveled most widely in the world. She just sat astride her horse, nocking an arrow to her great bow, and shook her head.

Suddenly, from the highest branch above them, there was movement. A pale face turned to them, and a small and frightened voice whispered, ‘Get away from here. Before they come back!’

A young woman with hair as red as cinnamon was staring down at them - fierce eyes as blue as summer skies, the eyes of a savage. With her pale complexion, Borenson had just thought her to be another one of the dead. She looked to be twelve or thirteen, her small breasts just beginning to form. Her clothes were sodden rags, and her windblown hair had bits of leaves, lichens, and bark caught in it.

He stared in surprise. The girl’s teeth were chattering. Strange, Borenson thought; I did not hear it before. She still clung to a scrap of cloth, a dark green coat. Her thighs were bruised and bloody, but her stomach was not yet bloated. Her rape must have been very recent.

Borenson glanced back at the others, to see their reaction, but the young woman begged, ‘Please, don’t leave me!’

‘We won’t,’ young Fallion said, spurring his horse. In an instant, he was under the limb, reaching up.

The girl leaned forward, grabbing him around the neck. She felt shaky and frail as she half slid, half fell into the saddle behind him.

Fallion worried for her, hoping that there might be time to save her still. He wondered if it was safe to touch her - if the creatures inside might eat their way out.

Borenson threw his cape around her shoulders. Fallion felt her tremble all over as she hugged his chest. She clung to him as if she’d die before she let go.

‘Do you have a name, child?’ Borenson asked.

‘Rhianna,’ the girl said. Her accent was one common to folk in the far northwest of Mystarria.

‘A last name?’ he asked. She made no answer. Fallion turned to see her. Her blue eyes were filled with more terror than he had ever seen in a human face.

Fallion wondered what horrors she had seen.

For her part, Rhianna stared at the men, and she was too afraid to speak. She could feel something hurting her inside. Was it fear that gnawed at her belly, or something worse? Why were these men still here? Everyone else was dead. She could tell them later what had happened - about the dark stranger, the summoner. She forced some words past lips that would not let her speak. ‘Please, let’s go. Get me out of here!’

In the woods above them there was a distant crack, like a wet limb snapping under heavy weight.

‘I smell evil,’ Daymorra whispered. ‘It’s coming.’

Suddenly a voice inside Fallion warned, ‘Flee!’ It was his father’s voice, the warning of the Earth King.

All the others must have heard the same warning, for Waggit instantly grabbed Jaz’s reins and went thundering downhill through the woods.

Borenson fumbled with his boot-knife for an instant, thinking to put it away, but then stabbed the damned creature that lay on the limb through the belly, and it wriggled on the end of his blade. He marveled at its strength, until it let out a shrill bell-like bark.

And in the woods, uphill, an enormous roar sounded, shaking the air, a mother crying out to her young.

There was the sound of limbs snapping and trees breaking, and Borenson looked back. Fallion was trying to turn his mount, mouth wide in horror. Borenson slapped its rump, and the horse lunged away uncertainly.

Rhianna wrapped her arms around Fallion. He locked his own small hand over her fist and thought, We were all wrong. My father didn’t send me here to see some old woman. He sent me to see this!


He glanced back into the woods, trying to discern what gave chase, as Borenson sheathed his knife.

Fallion’s heart was pounding like a sledgehammer upon an anvil. His father seldom sent warnings, and only did so when a man was in mortal danger.

There was a sound like the churning of wind, or the rising of a storm up the hill, as if something were rushing through the trees. Fallion peered up through the woods, and it seemed that he saw movement - dark forms leaping and gliding through the trees. But it was as if light retreated from them, and the harder he squinted, the less certain he could be of what it was that he saw.

‘Ride!’ Daymorra shouted as she drew back her arrow. ‘I will hold them off!’

Waggit and Jaz were already gone, leaving Daymorra to her fate. Borenson spurred his own horse and kept just off Fallion’s flank. Soon the horses were galloping at full speed.

Fallion’s training took over and he clung to the saddle and crouched, offering less wind resistance as an aid to his swift force horse and making a smaller target of his back. Rhianna clung to him, warming his back. With his ear pressed against the horse’s neck, he could feel the heat of its body on his cheek as well as between his legs, could feel every thud of its hooves against the soft humus, and could hear the blood rushing through its veins and the wind wheezing through the caverns of its lungs.

He was suddenly reminded of an incident from his childhood: on a foggy morning, not five years ago, he and Jaz had  gone out on the parapet. The streets had been all but empty so early in the morning, and Fallion had heard a strange sound, a panting, as if someone were running, followed by a call: ‘Wooo - OOOO. Wooo-oooo.’

Both boys thought that something was coming for them, scrabbling up the castle walls, and they tried to imagine what it might be. So they ran into the room and barred their doors in fright.

They tried to imagine what kind of animal might make such a noise, and Fallion had ventured that since it sounded like a horn, it must be an animal with a long neck.

In their room, the boys had a menagerie of animals all carved from wood and painted in their natural colors. Jaz suggested that it might be a camel that was chasing them, though neither boy had ever seen one. And in his mind, the sound immediately became a camel - black and huge, like the war camels that were ridden by the Obbattas in the desert. He imagined that the camel had sharp teeth dripping with foam and bloodshot eyes.

Four-year-old Fallion and Jaz had rushed out into the Great Hall of the castle, stumbling in fear and shouting to the guards, ‘Help! Help! The camels are coming!’

Sir Borenson, who was taking breakfast at the time, had laughed so hard that he fell off of his stool. He took the boys outside in the fog and drew his sword very dramatically, cursing all camels and commanding them to do no harm.

Then he led them toward the sound of the eerie calls. There, in the courtyard, they found a puppy chained to a stake - a young mastiff that alternately howled and panted as it tried to pull free.

‘There’s your camel,’ Borenson had said, laughing. ‘The Master of the Hounds bought him last night, and was afraid he’d try to run home if we took him off his chain. So he’ll stay here for the day, until he figures out that he’s family.’ Then the boys had laughed at their own fear and had petted the puppy.

Now as Fallion rode, he heard trees snapping, saw the fear on Borenson’s face.

We’re not children anymore, he thought.

He looked to his brother Jaz, so small and frail, riding in his haste. Fallion felt a pang of longing, a stirring desire to protect his brother, something that he’d often felt before.

Fallion suddenly heard a strange call, like deep horns ringing one after another, all underwater, then a sudden screeching and the sounds of trees crashing, as if some enormous creatures tangled in battle.

Fallion imagined Daymorra fighting there against the creatures, and whispered the only prayer he knew, ‘May the Bright Ones protect you, and the Glories guard your back!’

Fallion opened his eyes to slits. Darkness was coming fast even as his horse lunged out of the woods and leapt down a sloping field. The garnet air seemed wan and diffuse, as if filtered through fire-lit skies. Fat grasshoppers leapt from the stubble as the horses pounded past, and there in the grass, white flowers yawned wide, morning glories with petals that unfolded like pale mouths, getting ready to scream.

There were more cries in the woods as the party reached the road. Somehow they had circled behind the widow’s place. Her black dog raced out from under her porch, giving chase, but could not keep up with the force horses. Soon it dropped away, wagging its tail sheepishly as if its defeat were a victory.

Something stirred inside Fallion, and he heard his father shout, ‘Run!’ Fallion spurred his horse harder. ‘Run! The ends of the Earth are not far enough!’

Again his father’s image intruded in his mind, a dimly recalled green figure, a shadow, and Fallion felt his presence so strongly that it was as if the man’s breath warmed Fallion’s face.

‘Father?’ Fallion called out.

Fallion looked behind him, wondering what could be giving chase, when he felt something pierce his stomach.

He glanced down to see if an arrow was protruding from his ribs, or to see if one of the black creatures that inhabited Rhianna was there. His wine-colored leather vest was undamaged. Yet he could feel something vital being pulled from him,  as if he were a trout and a giant hand had pierced him and now was yanking out his guts.

He heard a whisper, his father’s rambling voice. ‘Run, Fallion,’ he said. ‘They will come for you.’ And then there was a long silence, and the voice came softer. ‘Learn to love the greedy as well as the generous . . . the poor as much as the rich . . . the evil . . . Return a blessing for every blow . . .’

Suddenly the voice went still, and there was a yawning emptiness in Fallion. His eyes welled up. Fallion saw sheep running headlong down from the hills, and everywhere, everywhere, from all of the guards, grunts and cries of pain issued. Fallion could feel keenly a wrongness descending upon the world.

‘Sweet mercy!’ Waggit shouted.

Borenson growled, ‘The Earth King is dead!’ and somewhere in the distance, from Castle Coorm, whose towers rose above its gray weathered walls, a bell began to toll.

Fallion had never known a world without an Earth King. All of his young life, he had felt secure. If danger arose, whether from assassins or illness or accident, he had known that his father’s voice would whisper in warning, and he would know how to save himself.

Suddenly he was naked and bereft.

The horses galloped hard along the dirt track. Borenson cast a fearful glance uphill.

‘Above us!’ Borenson shouted. Darkness thickened all around, as if the last of the sun had dipped below the horizon, sucking all light with it.

Tears of pain filled Fallion’s eyes, and he looked up the mountain. Daymorra came riding hard from under the trees. It seemed that a wind swept toward her, rattling the pines along the mountainside, causing whole trees to pitch and sway and crack and fall. But it was no wind. Instead Fallion saw creatures - like scraps of blackest night, floating about in a mad dance, landing in the trees and shaking them. Their growls rose, deep and ominous, like distant thunder, but they held to the woods, and did not dare race into the open fields.  Instead, they leapt from tree to tree, following through the woods, while the trees hissed and bent under heavy weight.

And then all of the horses were speeding away, down the long winding road, while the enemy fell behind. Borenson brought out a warhorn and sounded it, in hopes that the far-seers at Castle Coorm would hear and know that they were under attack. The far-seers with their many endowments of sight might spot them from the castle. But Fallion knew that at such a great distance, he would look as tiny as an ant.

The night suddenly descended, falling instantly and unnaturally to smother the world.

It was the end of a golden age of peace. Fallion knew it. Everyone knew it. Even the sheep felt it.

Fallion squinted in the unnatural darkness as the horses thundered. Rhianna clung to him, gibbering with pain or terror, and he felt hot tears splash down from her eyes to his back.

Are there monsters in her? Fallion wondered. Are they eating their way out? What are we running from?

And instantly he knew: for years the old folks had said that the world was becoming more like the netherworld. They said that fresh springwater tasted better than old wine. The hay in the fields smelled sweet enough to eat, and often folk spoke in awe at how vivid the stars now burned at night. And the weather: the lazy summers let fruit grow fat on the trees, while the winters came with a sharper bite. Some said that the world was becoming more ‘perfect,’ bringing perfect weather, perfect children, perfect peace. But there was a dark side, too. New terrors were said to be hiding in the mountains, creatures more vile than anything the world had known.

And now, Fallion thought, perfect evil has been unleashed upon the world.




 2

 THE CUT THAT CURES

Not all pain is evil. Sometimes we must pass through greater pain in order to be healed.

—The Wizard Binnesman

 



 



 



As night fell, Queen Iome Sylvarresta clutched the ramparts of Castle Coorm beside her far-seers and watched breathlessly as Sir Borenson fled down the mountains, blowing his warhorn again and again.

Iome had as many endowments of sight and hearing as any far-seer. Each time her children rode over a hilltop, she could see their frightened faces, pale and round in the failing light.

But she could not discern what enemy chased them. Her tears at the loss of her husband kept welling up, and though she wiped them away savagely with the sleeve of her cloak, new ones kept filling their place.

‘There’s something in the woods above them, keeping pace,’ one far-seer said. Indeed, whole pine trees shook and swayed on the ridge above, and black shades floated among the branches. Iome could hear distant bell-like barks, animal calls. But no amount of squinting would reveal the enemy.

‘The boys look well,’ the far-seer said, trying to comfort Iome.

The words had little effect. Iome felt numb with grief at the loss of her husband. She’d always known that this day  would come, but it felt far worse than she had expected.

I should not mourn him so, she thought. I lost him years ago when he became the Earth King, and his duties stripped him from me. I should not mourn him so.

But there was an ache deep inside her, an emptiness that she knew could never be filled. She almost felt as if she would collapse.

She mentally tried to shove the pain back.

The sun was falling, retreating to the far side of the world. Already the vale around the castle was shrouded in darkness, and all too soon the last rays of sunlight would fade from the hilltops in the east, and the world would plunge into blackest night.

Iome bit her lip. A dozen force knights were already galloping into the hills to the children’s aid.

I’ve done all that I can, Iome thought bitterly.

And it did not seem enough. Worry fogged her mind. Gaborn had not been dead for two minutes before the boys fell under attack.

It reeked of a plot, of enemies lying in wait. Iome looked back into the shadows behind her, where her Days stood quietly studying the scene. The Days was a rail of a woman, with long trestles of hair braided in cornrows, a doe’s brown eyes, and the sullen robes of a scholar.

If there was a plot, the Days would probably know of it. Every king and queen had her own Days whose sole purpose in life was to chronicle their lives. And each Days had given an endowment of Wit to another of his order, thus sharing a single mind, so that in some distant monastery, this woman’s other half scribed Iome’s life, while others scribed the lives of other lords. If any king or queen in the land had a hand in her husband’s death, the woman would know.

But she would not tell, not willingly. The Days were sworn to strict noninterference. The woman would not warn Iome if her life was in danger, wouldn’t give her a drink if she was dying of a fever.

Yet there were sometimes ways to gather information from them.

Iome glanced at the far-seer, pretended to rivet her attention upon him, and said, ‘Gaborn was not dead five minutes when the boys were attacked. Could it be a plot?’

Iome glanced back to her Days, to see her reaction. She showed none. Inwardly, Iome grinned. When the Days had first come to her, she had been young and immature. Iome had been able to read her as easily as if she had been a child. But she could not do that anymore.

Iome felt old and weak, full of pain.

Suddenly the boys topped a hill three miles off, and there met the knights that Iome had sent to their aid.

For the moment they are safe, Iome thought. Now I must take measures to ensure that they remain that way.

 



By the time that Rhianna reached Castle Coorm, she was sick with grief and fear, and felt certain that something was gnawing at her belly. A few dozen commoners had begun to gather outside the castle walls to pay their respects to the fallen Earth King.

They had lit torches, which now reflected from the waters of the moat, and guttered in the evening breeze, filling the vale with sweet-smelling pine smoke.

As their mount descended from the hills toward the castle, she could hear hundreds of peasants singing:

‘Lost is my hope.  
Lost is my light,  
Though my heart keeps beating still.  
Oh, remember me when  
we meet again,  
my king beneath the hill.’






Borenson shouted for people to clear the road, and Rhianna heard cries of ‘Make way for the prince!’ followed by gasps of astonishment as people looked up at the boy who rode in the saddle before her.

Only then did she realize that she rode behind Fallion Orden, the Crown Prince of Mystarria.

Rhianna was weeping bitterly for each precious lost second spent behind the armored knights that guarded the way and the townsfolk that gawked at the prince.

Fallion squeezed her hand, which was wrapped around him from behind so that she was clutching his chest, and whispered, ‘Don’t be afraid. We have good healers at the castle. They’ll take care of you.’

He seemed to be a kind boy, quick to give comfort, and she remembered how he had been the first to offer her a ride.

He’s quick to help, as well, she decided.

And what seemed to be long wasted moments later, the horses finally thundered over the bridge into the castle.

Fallion shouted ‘Make way, make way!’ and the horses cantered through the streets up to the keep. In minutes Rhianna dismounted and was whisked inside, where she gaped at the splendor of the Great Hall.

Servants had begun preparing a feast. Maidens had begun bringing bowls of fruit - local wood-pears and shining red apples, along with more exotic fare all the way from Indhopal - star fruits and tangerines to set upon the tables. Children were strewing pennyroyal flowers upon the stone floor, raising a sweet scent. Huge fires blazed in the hearth, where young boys turned the crank on a spit, cooking whole piglets that dripped fat and juice to sizzle in the flames. A pair of racing hounds barked at all of the excitement.

No sooner had the party entered than a knot of maids surrounded Fallion and Jaz, offering sympathy for the death of their father. Fallion tried to look stoic while wiping away the tears that came to his eyes, but Jaz seemed to be more sentimental, sobbing openly.

At the far end of the hall, Rhianna saw the queen herself hurry forward, an ancient woman with watery eyes and hair as white as ice, prematurely aged from having taken numerous endowments of metabolism. She stood tall and straight like a  warrior, and moved with the grace of a dancer, but even Rhianna could see that her time was near. Even the most powerful Runelords died eventually.

Amid the bustle, Sir Borenson grabbed Rhianna and picked her up, hugging her to his chest as he shouted, ‘Call the surgeon, hoy!’

For his part, Borenson planned to leave the boys in the care of the cooks and maids and their mother. The boys were well liked by the help. As toddlers, Iome had sent them to the kitchens to work, as if they were the get of common scullions. She did it, as she said, ‘To teach the boys humility and respect for authority, and to let them know that their every request was purchased at the price of another’s sweat.’ And so they had toiled - scrubbing pots and stirring stews, plucking geese and sweeping floors, fetching herbs from the garden and serving tables - duties common to children. In the process of learning to work, they had gained the love and respect of the common folk.

So the maids cooed at the boys, offering sympathy at the death of their father, a blow that one heavyset old matron thought could somehow only be softened by pastries.

Borenson told Waggit, ‘I need to get this girl to a surgeon, and learn what I can from her. Her Highness will be eager for news. Give her a full accounting.’

Then he carried Rhianna through a maze of corridors and steps, and soon was panting and sweating from exertion. As he carried her, he asked, ‘Where can I find your mother or father?’

Rhianna was almost numb with fear. She didn’t know how much she could trust this man, and she dared not tell him the truth. Her stomach hurt terribly. ‘I don’t have a da.’ And what could she say about her mother? Those who knew her at all thought that she was daft, a mad-woman. At the very best she was a secretive vagabond who traveled from fair to fair to sell trinkets, staying only a day or a few hours at each before she crept off into the night. ‘And my mother . . . I think she’s dead.’

Wherever Mum is, Rhianna thought, even if she’s alive, she’ll want people to think that she’s dead.

‘Brothers? Sisters? Grandparents?’ he asked as they bustled up some stairs, brushing past a maid who was hurrying down with a bundle of dirty bedding.

Rhianna just shook her head.

Borenson stopped for a second, peered deep into her eyes, as if thinking. ‘Well, when this is all over, maybe you can come live with me.’

If I live, she thought. Rhianna could feel the mail beneath his robe, hard and cold. The epaulets on his shoulders dug into her chin. She wondered if he was a hard man, like his armor.

‘I think you’d like it at our house,’ he continued. ‘There’s plenty of room. I have a daughter a little younger than you. Of course, you’d have to put up with some little brothers and sisters.’

Rhianna bit her lip, said nothing. He seemed to take her nonanswer as an acceptance of the offer.

They reached a tower chamber, a simple room with a soft cot. The room was dark but surprisingly warm, since one wall was formed by the chimney from a hearth. Borenson laid her on a cot, then ducked into the hallway with a candle to borrow light from another flame. In a moment he was back. The ceiling was low, and bundles of dried flowers and roots hung from the rafters. A single small window had heavy iron bars upon it to keep out the night. Rhianna found her eyes riveted to it.

‘The creatures were following hot after us, weren’t they?’ she asked. She’d heard the bell-like calls all down the mountain, had seen dark shapes, larger than horses, gliding among the pines.

‘They followed us,’ Borenson said. ‘But they didn’t dare come into the open. They stayed in the woods.’

‘It’s the shadows they love,’ Rhianna said. ‘I think they were mad that I left. They want their babies back.’

She tried to sound tough, but her courage was failing. Dark  fluid had begun to dribble out from between her legs.

They’re eating me, she realized.

She looked up at Sir Borenson. ‘I think I would have liked to have lived with you.’

Borenson paced across the room peering at the bundles of herbs, as if wondering if one of them might be of some help. He went to a small drawer and opened it, pulled out a tiny gold tin. It held some dark ointment.

He took a pinch and rolled it into a ball.

‘Are you in pain?’ he asked.

‘A bit,’ she said, trembling. But to be honest, she wasn’t sure of the source. Her stomach was cramped part in fear, part in hunger. She hadn’t eaten in two days. She felt weak from hunger and constant terror. She hadn’t slept much, and now she felt as if she were in a dream and dared not hope for a happy ending.

‘Take this,’ he said, offering her the dark ball. ‘It’s opium, to get rid of the pain.’ He took a small pipe from the drawer - a pretty thing shaped like a silver frog upon a stick. The bowl was in the frog’s mouth, while the stick served as a stem. Borenson lit it with the candle.

She took the end in her mouth and inhaled. The smoke tasted bitter. She took several puffs, then Borenson uncorked a wine bottle that was sitting on a stand by the bed and offered her a drink. The wine tasted sweet and potent, and in a moment the bitter taste faded.

There was a soft tap at the door, and Fallion entered. The boy looked very frightened, but when he saw that she was awake, he smiled just a bit.

‘Can I stay?’ he asked. He did not ask Borenson. He asked her.

Rhianna nodded, and he came and sat beside her, taking Borenson’s spot.

Rhianna leaned back upon the bed, and Fallion just sat beside her, holding her hand. He was trying to offer comfort, but kept looking to the door, and Rhianna knew that he was worried that the healer would not come in time.

At last, Borenson asked the question that she knew that he must. ‘The creatures in the wood . . . where were you when they took you?’

Rhianna didn’t quite know what to answer. Once again, he was prying, and she knew that, as the old saying went, A man’s own tongue will betray him more often than will an enemy’s. ‘We were camping near the margin of the old King’s Road, near Hayworth. My mum had gone to Cow’s Cross to sell goods at Hostenfest. We were shanking it home when a man caught us, a powerful man. He had soldiers. They knocked Mum in the head. It was a terrible sound, like an ax handle hitting a plank. I saw her fall by the fire, practically in the fire, and bleeding she was. She didn’t move. And then he took me, and wrestled a bag over my head. After, he went to town and nabbed other girls, and he hauled us far away, up into the hills—’ The words were all coming out in a rush.

Borenson put his finger to her lips. ‘Shhh . . . the man with soldiers - do you know his name?’

Rhianna considered how to answer, shook her head no. ‘The others called him “milord.”’

‘He was probably a wolf lord, an outlaw,’ Fallion said. ‘I heard that a few of them are still hiding in the hills. Did you get a good look at him?’

Rhianna nodded. ‘He was tall and handsome in the way that powerful lords are when they’ve taken too much glamour. You looked into his eyes, and you wanted to love him. Even if he was strangling you, you wanted to love him, and even as he killed me, I felt that he had the right. His eyes sparkled, like moonlight on snow . . . and when he put the bag over my head, he had a ring! Like the ones that lords wear, to put their stamp on wax.’

‘A signet ring?’ Fallion asked. ‘What did it look like?’

There was a bustle at the door as a pair of healers entered. One was a tall haggard man with dark circles under his eyes. The other was an Inkarran, a woman with impossibly white skin, eyes as pale green as agates, and hair the color of spun silver.

‘Iron,’ Rhianna said. ‘The ring was of black iron, with the head of a crow.’

Borenson stood up and stared hard at her, almost as if he did not believe her. Fallion squeezed Rhianna’s hand, just held it tight. ‘A king’s ring?’

‘He wasn’t a king, I’m thinking,’ Rhianna objected. ‘He seemed to be taking orders from someone named Shadoath. He was telling the men, “Shadoath demands that we do our part.”’

‘Did you see this man, Shadoath?’

‘No. He wasn’t near. They just spoke of him. They said that he’s coming, and they were worried that everything be “put in order” before he gets here.’

Borenson frowned at this news. ‘Shadoath? That’s not a name that I’ve heard before. So your captor, once he had you, where did he take you?’

‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘When they took off my hood, it was dark again. There was a town, a burned-out village in the woods. I saw black chimneys rising up like the bones of houses. But the fire there had been so hot, even the stones had melted. And we were sitting in the dark, on the ground, while around us there were ghost flames, green ghost flames.’

The opium was working quickly. Rhianna could no longer feel the clenching in her stomach. In fact, her whole body felt as if it were floating just a little, as if it would rise up off of the cot and just float like a leaf on a pond.

‘Ghost flames?’ Borenson asked.

‘They burned, but there was nothing for them to burn,’ Rhianna explained. ‘They just floated above the ground, like, as cold as fog.

‘The soldiers set us there, and invited the darkness. Then the shadows came. We screamed, but the men didn’t care. They just . . . they just fed us, gave us . . . to them.’

Fear was rising in Rhianna’s throat, threatening to strangle her again.

‘Twynhaven,’ Borenson said. ‘You were at the village of Twynhaven. I know the place. Raj Ahten’s flameweavers  burned it down, years back. What more can you tell me about the beasts that attacked you?’

Rhianna closed her eyes and shook her head. The creatures had carried her so tenderly in their mouths, as if she were a kitten.

‘They licked me,’ she said. ‘But I never even got a good look at them. But they washed me with their tongues, before . . . And I heard the leader talking. He called them strengi-saats  .’

‘“Strong seeds,”’ Borenson said, translating the word from its ancient Alnycian roots.

Rhianna looked up at him, worried. ‘Do you know what they are?’

‘No,’ Borenson said. ‘I’ve never heard of them. But I’ll soon find out all that I can.’

By now, the healers were examining Rhianna; the man set some herbs on the table, along with a small cloth with some surgeon’s tools - three sharp knives, a bone cleaver, and some curved needles and black thread for sewing.

Fallion must have seen her looking at the knives, for he whispered, ‘Don’t worry. We have the best healers here.’

The male healer began to ask questions. He prodded her stomach and asked if it hurt, but Rhianna’s mind was so muzzy that she could hardly understand him. It seemed like minutes had passed before she managed to shake her head no.

Fallion began to tell her of the huge feast that they would be having downstairs in a couple of hours. Eels baked in butter; roast swans with orange sauce; pies filled with sausage, mushrooms, and cheese. He offered to let her sit by him, but Rhianna knew that he was just trying to distract her.

Sir Borenson had pulled the Inkarran woman into a corner and now he whispered fervently. Rhianna blocked out Fallion’s droning voice, and listened to Borenson. The woman kept shaking her head, but Borenson insisted fiercely, ‘You have to cut it out - now! It’s the only way to save her. If you don’t, I’ll do it myself.’

‘You not healer,’ the woman insisted in her thick accent.  ‘You not know how. Even I never do thing like this.’

‘I’ve sewed up my share of wounds,’ Borenson argued. ‘They say that you cut children out of wombs in Inkarra.’

‘Sometimes, yes,’ the woman said. ‘But only after woman dead, and only to save child. I not know how do this. Maybe this kill her. Maybe ruin her, so she no have babies.’

Rhianna looked at the big guard, and for some reason that she could not understand, she trusted him. His inner toughness reminded her of her mother.

Rhianna reached over to the table beside her cot and grabbed a knife. Not the big one, a smaller one, for making small cuts. Fallion grabbed at her wrist, as if he were afraid that she’d stab herself.

‘Sir,’ Rhianna said, her vision darkening in a drug-induced haze. ‘Cut me, please.’

Borenson turned and stared at her, mouth open.

‘I’m not a healer,’ he apologized. ‘I’m not a surgeon.’

‘You know how to make a cut that kills,’ Rhianna said. Her thoughts came muzzy. ‘You know how to hit a kidney or a heart. This time, make one that heals.’

He strode to her and took the knife. Rhianna touched its blade, tracing a simple rune called harm-me-not.

The Inkarran woman came up beside him, and whispered, ‘I show where to cut.’ Just then, the healer who had been preparing the tools put one large hand over her eyes, so that Rhianna would not be able to see what was done to her.

Rhianna surrendered.
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 OF RINGS AND THRONES

Every man rightfully seeks to be lord of his own domain, just as every sparrow wishes to be a lord of the sky.

—Emir Owatt of Tuulistan

 



 



 



Night descended upon Castle Coorm. The clouds above were worn rags, sealing out the light. The air in the surrounding meadows grew heavy and wet, and in the hills, bell-like barks rang out, eerie and unsettling.

The peasants who had come to mourn the passing of the Earth King issued through the gates like nervous sheep, and the atmosphere soon changed from one of mourning to uncertainty and anticipation. The inhabitants of Castle Coorm bore themselves as if in a siege.

It was more than an hour after Fallion had made his way home, and now his mother waited, pacing in her quarters, often going out onto the veranda to gaze at the hills, where every cottage was as empty and lifeless as a pile of stones. She ignored the local dignitaries that arrived, hoping for news of Gaborn’s death. How had he died? Where? She had no answers for them yet, none for herself.

Iome hoped that messengers would come. But she could not know for certain that anyone would bring news. She might never learn the truth.

In the past few years, Gaborn had taken to wandering afar.  With his dozens of endowments of metabolism, he had become something of a loner.

How many folk in far lands had met her husband, a stranger in green robes whose quick movements baffled the eye and left the visitant wondering if he’d really seen the Earth King or was only having a waking dream? Often Gaborn merely appeared to a peasant who was walking the highway or working in the fields, looked into his eyes for a moment, pierced his soul, and whispered the words, ‘I Choose you. I Choose you for the Earth. May the Earth hide you. May the Earth heal you. May the Earth make you its own.’ Then Gaborn would depart in a blur as soundlessly as a leaf falling in the forest.

He lived at dozens of times the speed of a normal man, and had aged accordingly. For him, a winter’s night would feel like more than two months of solid darkness. For him, there was no such thing as a casual conversation. He had lost the patience for such things years ago. Even a few words spoken from his mouth were a thing to be treasured.

Iome had not seen him in three years. Ten months ago, Daymorra had met him on an island far to the south and east of Inkarra. Iome felt sure that he was working his way across the world.

But why? She suspected that it had to do with Fallion.

It was while Iome fretted that Sir Borenson stalked into her private quarters bearing a bowl, with Fallion in tow. The servants closed the door, and even her Days would not enter the sanctum of her private quarters, leaving them to talk in secret.

In the bowl were half a dozen eggs, black and leathery, floating in a thin soup of blood. Iome could see through the membranes of the eggs - eyes and teeth and claws. One egg had hatched, and a tiny creature thrashed about in the blood, clawing and kicking. It was as black as sin, with vicious teeth. Even as Iome watched, a second creature breached its egg, a gush of black fluid issuing forth.

‘It looks almost like a squirrel,’ Iome mused, ‘a flying squirrel.’

‘It doesn’t have any ears,’ Fallion said.

It was not like a squirrel at all, Iome knew. It was more like the egg of a fly, planted into the womb of its victim, then left to eat its way out and dine on the girl’s dead remains. Apparently the egg didn’t need the blood supply of a mature woman to hatch - perhaps only warmth and wet and darkness.

Sir Borenson cleared his throat. ‘We got all of the creatures out. Only one had hatched, and it only moments before.’

Iome had already heard some of the news of their adventure. Fallion and Jaz had given a wild account, nearly witless with terror. Daymorra and Hearthmaster Waggit had been more cogent.

And in the midst of the questioning, Fallion had gone to give the girl comfort as others cut her open. He’d seen the eggs torn from her stomach, and now he looked very wise and sad for a nine-year-old. Iome felt proud of him.

‘Do you even have any idea what these creatures are?’ Iome asked.

Borenson shook his head. ‘Rhianna told me that they were summoned from the netherworld. The summoner called them strengi-saats. But I’ve never heard of them.’

He went over to the hearth, hurled the bowl and its contents into the flames. The young monsters made mewling noises as they died, like kittens.

Rhianna, Iome thought. So the girl has a name. And so do the monsters that she held within her.

‘I wish that Binnesman were here,’ Fallion said. The Earth Warden Binnesman had made detailed studies of flora and fauna in the hills and mountains of Rofehavan, in the caverns of the Underworld, and had even collected lore from the netherworld. He would know what these creatures were, if anyone would. But he had gone back to Heredon, home to his gardens at the edge of the Dunnwood.

‘Will the girl survive?’ Iome asked.

‘I think so,’ Borenson said. ‘We found her womb easily enough, and I got all of the . . . eggs out.’ Iome didn’t imagine  that anyone had ever said the word eggs with more loathing. ‘The healers sewed her back up . . . but there was a lot of blood. And I worry about rot.’

‘I’ll see that she’s well tended,’ Iome said.

Borenson said. ‘I was hoping that you could spare a forcible . . .’

‘An endowment of stamina?’ Iome asked. ‘What do we know of her? Is she of royal blood?’

There was a time in her life when lome would have allowed such a boon out of pity alone. But the blood-metal mines were barren. Without blood metal, her people could not make forcibles, and without forcibles they could not transfer attributes. So the forcibles had to be saved for warriors who could put them to good use.

‘She has no parents,’ Borenson said. ‘I’d like to take her as my daughter.’

Iome smiled sadly. ‘You were ever the one for picking up strays.’

‘There’s something about her,’ Borenson said. ‘She knows some rune casting. At least, she put a blessing on the knife before she would let it touch her. Not many children her age would know how to do that. And she didn’t do it out of hope. She did it with confidence.’

‘Indeed,’ Iome said. ‘Too few even of our surgeons know such lore. Did she say where she learned it?’

Borenson shook his head. ‘Fell asleep too soon.’

‘We’ll have the healers watch her,’ Iome said in a tone of finality.

Borenson bit his lip as if he wanted to argue, but seemed to think better of it.

Fallion cut in. ‘Mother? Won’t you give her one forcible?’

Iome softened. ‘If her situation begins to worsen, I will permit her a forcible.’ She turned to Borenson. ‘Until then, perhaps you should ask your wife to wash the child. Myrrima has a healing touch.’
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