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      Just then, one of the guards opened the door to the great hall and leaned in. “M’lord,” he said to Tormod. “There’s a talishte here who claims to have been invited by Lord McFadden.”

      “Is this your doing?” Tormod asked, looking sharply at Blaine.

      “Yes. And if you want the slaughter to end, you’ll hear what he has to say,” Blaine replied.

      It was clear that doing so went against Tormod’s grain, but he gave a stiff nod. “Send him in.”

      A moment later, a well-dressed, dark-haired man entered the great room. His clothing was simple but expensive, and he carried himself like someone accustomed to power. Shoulder-length black hair fell loose around his face, framing dark eyes and a dusky complexion. He looked like an aristocratic cousin to Borya and Desya – or to the raiders themselves. His walk and stance made it clear that he had been a man of war.

      “Peace to you all,” the stranger said in a voice that still carried a trace of a Lesser Kingdoms accent. “I am Bayard, and I’ve come to save my people.”
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      “I thought that winning the battle meant we could stop fighting for a while,” Blaine McFadden grumbled as he swung his sword.

      “Kill the cat and the rats multiply,” Piran Rowse muttered, landing a strike that took off his opponent’s right arm. The second swing sent the man’s head rolling.

      Blaine had scant time for conversation as one of the nomads came at him in a fury. A flicker of his magic let him know where his opponent would be an instant before the man struck, just enough time for Blaine to be where the man didn’t expect. Another spark of magic made Blaine just fast enough to evade a killing strike as he roared in response and brought his own sword down in a lethal blow.

      The Battle of the Northern Plains was supposed to have brought an end to fighting in Donderath, at least for a while. Four powerful warlords and an insane mage had been destroyed along with most of their armies. That left two enemy warlords and some vicious undead talishte, temporarily routed and pushed back to their strongholds to lick their wounds.

      It should have brought a respite from the constant skirmishing and open battles. But here they were, just a few months later, on campaign again.

      Not far away, two dark-haired men on horseback rode their galloping steeds while standing in their saddles, firing their bows again and again with lethal accuracy. Borya and Desya had grown up on the plains, and fighting the nomads was familiar work to them. The two brothers cut a swath right through the battle, and looked to be enjoying themselves far more than seemed sane. Just behind the combat line, Kestel Falke slipped among the wounded, slitting the throats of the fallen enemy soldiers.

      Blaine and Piran were bloodied to the elbows, their cuirasses and tunics spattered with gore. The day was warm, and the sun made the pooled blood and corpses stink. Flies swarmed the fallen, buzzing around the living as if to anticipate their deaths. Blaine was soaked with sweat, aching and hungry, and he channeled all of his foul mood into the force he used to meet the next attack with a series of uncompromising blows.

      Blaine swung and parried, hacking his way through a stand of three raiders. Off to the north, smoke rose from the wreckage of a town. Sondermoor had been a collection of sod and thatch houses, a blacksmith’s shop, and a gristmill, along with an inn that had long ago seen better days. Now, Sondermoor was a ghost town, and its residents lay where they had been slaughtered. The raiders had made off with anything of value: coins, food, whiskey, horses, and women. Sondermoor was the third outpost to fall to the nomads, and each incursion brought the raiders closer to the lands held by Blaine and his allies, the Solveig twins and Birgen Verner.

      “They fight like Cursed Ones,” Blaine said as he and Piran finished off four more of the raiders.

      “Yeah, well, they’ll have plenty of time to cool off once they’re across the Sea of Souls,” Piran remarked, cleaning his blade on the shirt of a dead nomad.

      “Makes me wonder how many of them are still out there,” Blaine said, looking out toward the horizon.

      “More than we want to admit,” Piran replied. “The Great Fire and the Cataclysm pretty much passed them by, so they didn’t have to rebuild and regroup, like the rest of us.”

      Blaine nodded. “And before that, King Merrill didn’t want to deal with them, so his garrisons pushed them back toward the Lesser Kingdoms. Out of sight, out of mind.”

      “That’s not going to work anymore,” Piran muttered. “Looks like they’ve decided to get a share of what’s left.”

      The last few days had shown Blaine just how big a problem the raiders had become. In good times, the raiders spread out in small bands linked by blood and marriage. They were fierce warriors, and a tribe with twenty or thirty warriors was something even a seasoned troop of soldiers dismissed at their own peril. But now, united by hardship over the last year since the Cataclysm, the bands had gathered into larger tribes, thousands strong, fighting with desperation that came from scarce food and scant resources.

      Waves of attacks had worn down the soldiers commanded by sibling warlords Rinka and Tormod Solveig. With more raiders massing for another assault, the Solveigs had called on the alliance Blaine had pieced together months before, requesting help from Blaine’s army and from that of Birgen Verner, the third warlord ally.

      “They’ve retreated,” Piran observed, shading his eyes and looking toward the horizon. The raiders had withdrawn, and the warlords’ armies were under orders to pursue only so far, to keep the raiders from drawing them into an ambush.

      “They’ll be back,” Blaine replied. “You heard what Borya said. The raiders actually don’t have a word for retreat. Their honor won’t let them leave until they’re victorious – or dead.”

      Piran shrugged. “We can take care of that for them.”

      Despite Piran’s bravado, they both knew it would not be that easy. Still, when Blaine had rallied a third of his army and come to the Solveigs’ aid, he had a plan in mind. Now that blood had been shed and they were in the thick of things, he hoped his plan worked.

      “How sure are you about what Borya and Desya told us about the raiders?” Piran asked, giving Blaine a questioning glance.

      “They’re our best source, since they’ve traveled all over the Western Plains,” Blaine replied. “If they’re right, and it’s possible to strike an accord, we’ll all be better off. We’ve got better things to do than fight.”

      “You saw how the nomads came at us,” Piran protested. “And they’ve been attacking the Solveigs’ forces for a month. Do you really think they’ll even entertain the idea of an accord? And how would we believe them if they did?”

      Blaine shrugged. “I guess we’re going to find out.”

      The battle was done except for the looting. Kestel picked her way among the enemy dead, finding few items worth taking except for their well-forged swords. She and some of the other soldiers scavenged what they could find, making a pile at the edge of the battlefield. The Cataclysm had brought Donderath’s mining to a halt, and until more peaceful and prosperous times made it likely to restart, metal was at a premium. The nomads were known for their metalwork, and their sword blades were true, sharp, and strong. They were prized spoils of war.

      “I saved the nicest two for us,” Kestel said, sauntering up to Blaine and Piran with a couple of still-bloody swords.

      “Very considerate of you,” Blaine replied.

      Kestel shrugged, with the hint of a tired, mischievous smile. “One of the perks of being on the victorious side,” she said.

      “Begging your pardon, sir. What do you want us to do with the bodies, m’lord?” Captain Waren, one of Blaine’s commanders, gave a nod in acknowledgment to Piran and Kestel and waited for orders.

      Blaine sighed. “If our intelligence is correct, those bodies are a bargaining chip,” he said. “Make sure they’re treated with respect, and covered to keep the birds away. Bring our own men back behind our lines and bury them the best you can.” He paused. “As for the villagers, gather them up and burn a house down over them.”

      “Aye, sir.” Captain Waren turned and began shouting orders to his men as he walked away.

      “I hate this part of it,” Blaine said after Waren was out of earshot.

      “You thought being a warlord was all fun and games, did you?” Piran replied, raising one eyebrow.

      “I wouldn’t have put it that way,” Blaine said. “But then again, I never actually bargained on being a warlord.”

      “That’s what you get for not telling your closest mates that you were a lord of any kind,” Piran retorted. Even now, he was not about to stop tweaking Blaine for not mentioning the title he had forfeited with his exile and conviction for murder. Piran, Blaine, and Kestel had been convicts together in the Velant prison camp, and their friendship ran deep.

      “Like you told us everything,” Kestel replied with a snort. “I bet there are stories we still haven’t heard. We need to get you drunk again.”

      Piran grinned. “Anytime, anywhere! Bring it on!”

      Blaine gave an exaggerated sigh. “Maintain some level of decorum, please? We’re meeting with our allies.”

      “Nothing like a fancy dinner after a good slaughter on the battlefield,” Piran said, sheathing his sword. “Kind of works up an appetite.”

      “Not all of the barbarians were with the nomads,” Kestel muttered.

      “Excuse me?” Piran said, looking up sharply. “Did you say something?”

      “Me? Never.” Kestel’s grin showed how much she enjoyed the long-running friendly banter.

      Blaine McFadden, the disgraced lord of Glenreith, the last of the original Lords of the Blood, had returned from exile in Edgeland at the top of the world with a handful of convict friends to set the magic right and restore the rule of law in a devastated land. Before the Cataclysm, Kestel had been the most sought-after courtesan in Donderath, but it was her work as a spy and assassin that earned her a ticket to Velant. Piran had been a promising young officer in the king’s army before his court-martial and exile. Piran had sworn his loyalty to Blaine, and Kestel had become Lady McFadden just a few months ago. Now, in the aftermath of restoring magic, Blaine was discovering how difficult it was to govern what they had fought so hard to win.

      Blaine watched the cleanup until he was assured that Waren had matters well in hand. Borya and Desya emerged out of the smoke from the pyres and the dust clouds raised by the horses’ hooves. “Glad to see that everyone survived,” Borya noted as he swung down from his horse. Desya joined him, flushed from the fight. The twins had the same dark hair and dusky coloring of the Lesser Kingdoms and plains, with one notable exception. Both young men’s eyes had yellow, catlike irises with vertical black pupils, a change inflicted on them when they had been trapped in a wild-magic storm.

      “You were right about how they’d engage,” Blaine said, greeting the twins with a hearty handshake and a slap on the shoulder.

      “Classic plains warfare,” Desya replied. “Strike hard and refuse to go away. Retreat, and wait for negotiation. Repeat until someone comes out to talk.”

      “Glad you were here to translate,” Piran replied. “In the rest of Donderath and Meroven, that’s a recipe for annihilation.”

      Borya shrugged. “The nomads have lived on the wastelands and plains for a long, long time, largely left to themselves by the kingdoms on both sides of us. They have their own ways of doing things, and an approach to war that’s less wasteful. Make a show of strength, allow the other side to test their strength against yours, then hash out an agreement rather than slaughtering each other.”

      “I’m willing to give their way a shot,” Blaine replied. “Since we all know how the win-at-any-cost version plays out.” The war between Donderath and neighboring Meroven had escalated over the years until a doomsday strike by battle mages devastated both sides and left magic dangerous and uncontrollable.

      “You think the Solveigs and Verner will go for it?” Piran asked. “It’s going to take a lot for them to trust that their enemies make an agreement and all of a sudden become allies.”

      “If things go the way we’ve planned, I think an agreement could solve a lot of problems,” Blaine answered, though part of him echoed Piran’s doubts. Nothing has gone easily so far. Maybe it’s time for our luck to change. “Let’s hope our allies see things our way.”

      “Not a bad showing today, eh?” Birgen Verner rode up to join them, accompanied by two of his officers. Birgen was stocky and powerfully built, a career soldier.

      “It’s never a bad day when you live through it,” Blaine commented. He was still taking the measure of his new allies. He and Verner’s father and the Solveigs had barely shaken hands on their alliance when an attack inked their agreement in blood.

      “True enough,” Verner replied. He was a little older than Blaine, in his early thirties. A new scar creased one cheek, and his left thigh was tied up with a bandage, but he sat his horse as if nothing bothered him.

      Some men thrive on battle, Blaine thought, while others regard it as a necessary evil. Piran is in the first group. Verner and I are weary of it already.

      “Any idea how the Solveigs’ forces held up today?” Verner asked as he brought his horse up to ride alongside Blaine’s. “I couldn’t see their part of the battle from where my men were.” Kestel rode beside Blaine, on guard for trouble, while Piran dropped back to ride behind with Verner’s bodyguard.

      “From what we could see, they did well,” Blaine replied. “At a cost, to be sure.” The Solveigs had been battling the Plainsmen the longest, and while their soldiers were brave and well trained, the toll of victory had been high.

      “No end of it in sight, either,” Verner said. “Those nomads aren’t going to go away until they win, and we can’t let them do that. But wiping them out is going to be expensive.”

      “I may have an alternative,” Blaine said, pleased to hear Verner make such a strong case against a purely military solution. “I was planning to put it out for discussion at dinner.”

      Verner gave him an appraising look. “If you’ve got a better idea, I’m all for hearing it. Too many good men died today, and I don’t fancy having this go on indefinitely.”

      “Neither do I,” Blaine assured him. “We might be able to turn this around – but it will take all of us to do it.”

      It was a relatively short ride back to the Solveig twins’ fortress at Bleak Hollow. The name suited it. High stone walls rose from the flat land like bleached bones of an ancient, fell predator. Bleak Hollow was as stark as its surroundings, an outpost on the edge of civilization, a sentinel against the wilds.

      “You’re really planning to go in there?” Piran questioned under his breath as they rode toward the massive wooden front gates.

      “We were invited for dinner,” Kestel said in a reproving voice. “It would be rude to refuse.”

      Blaine thanked the gods for Kestel’s social skill. Long accustomed to the vicious politics of King Merrill’s court, astute as a spy and with the sharpened instincts of a top assassin, Kestel could navigate any situation with ease. Knowing that she had his back made Blaine cautiously optimistic that the situation could end well.

      The huge oaken doors swung open, revealing an ascetic bailey and keep. None of the buildings had the gracious extras of Quillarth Castle, King Merrill’s stronghold, or Blaine’s own manor, Glenreith. Bleak Hollow was meant to be a toehold of civilization against the lawless plains.

      Rinka and Tormod Solveig were the masters of Bleak Hollow, a brother-and-sister warlord duo who were as mysterious as they were intriguing. Blaine had heard plenty of stories about them when they, too, had been exiled to Velant. He had seen both in battle, and acknowledged their formidable skills. But his alliance had been forged more from necessity than from longstanding knowledge, and he was curious to get a glimpse of his new allies in their own domain.

      “Honored guests.” A gray-templed man in his middle years greeted them with hands clasped at chest level. “Lord and Lady Solveig are honored by your presence. Please, allow our grooms to care for your horses, and leave your swords with me while you dine. I assure you that all will be restored to you when the time comes for you to go.”

      Piran glanced at Blaine, who nodded in the affirmative. Blaine surrendered his sword, secure in the knowledge that both Piran and Kestel had enough small, hidden weapons to wage a two-person war. Kestel had shared some of her secrets with Blaine, and he had his own hold-out dagger hidden where a casual observer was unlikely to find it.

      Piran looked unhappy at the prospect, but turned over his sword as requested, and so did his officers. “I thought we were on the same side,” he muttered.

      Blaine shrugged. “These days, trust is in short supply, and caution in abundance.” He gave Piran a look. “And you know you would have demanded the same thing if they came to Glenreith.”

      Piran scowled. “Yeah, but that’s us. It’s different when someone else does it.”

      Escorts showed them to guest rooms where they could wash off the grit and blood of the battlefield. Blaine was thrilled to find a room with three tubs of hot water drawn for their baths, as well as clean outfits for them to change into. A flask of whiskey with glasses on a table near the tubs was an unexpected indulgence.

      Kestel crowded ahead of him, sipped the whiskey, and stirred the hot bath with the handle of a broom she grabbed from near the fire.

      “What are you doing?” Piran asked, looking at her as if she had lost her mind.

      Kestel was unmoved. “Verifying that everything is as it seems.”

      “I notice she checks your tub and your whiskey and leaves me to fend for myself,” Piran groused good-naturedly.

      “Just the chance I’ll have to take,” Kestel said with feigned angst and a wicked grin. “Personally, I can’t wait to climb in. I ache everywhere.”

      The tubs grew cold far too quickly, and the flask drained even faster. Bells in the tower rang eight times, the signal that it was time to get ready to join the others for dinner. When they were dressed and ready, the seneschal of Bleak Hollow led them downstairs. Verner and his bodyguard were waiting for them in the foyer, and he looked as if he also had enjoyed the largesse of a hot bath and fresh clothing.

      “It’s something when a hot bath and the safety to enjoy it is the ultimate luxury, isn’t it?” Verner mused when they regrouped. “Funny how the small things we used to take for granted loom so large these days.”

      Two guards opened tall doors into a long, high-ceiling room. Tapestries on the walls regaled battles long past. Three large fireplaces, each with openings as tall as a man, sat darkened at one end of the room. A large, long table with chairs stretched the length of the room. Battle pennants from wars fought generations ago hung overhead, as well as hunting trophies and one suit of armor that looked as if it had been a spoil of war.

      “Welcome.” Rinka Solveig met them in the doorway. It was the first time Blaine had seen her without the red leather armor she wore on the battlefield. Tonight, she wore a scarlet gown. Her blond hair was wrapped atop her head in a braid. Rinka Solveig was striking if not conventionally pretty. Her features were angular, not quite regular, but there was such a sense of character, clarity, and self-possession about her that she was memorable.

      “My brother and I welcome you to Bleak Hollow,” she said, and gestured for them to enter the great hall.

      A figure dressed in a black doublet and trews awaited them halfway into the room, and it took Blaine a moment to recognize Tormod Solveig without his armor. Tall, slender, with sharp features, crow-black hair, and dark eyes, Tormod looked younger off the battlefield, although his eyes had a world-weary glint to them. Given his apparent youth, it was hard to remember just how powerful he was as a necromancer.

      “Glad everyone is still in one piece,” Tormod said, sparing them a perfunctory smile that did not reach his eyes. Blaine got the impression that Tormod did not smile often.

      “With a few more scratches and dents,” Verner replied.

      “I understand Blaine believes he has an alternative to our situation,” Rinka said, giving Blaine an appraising look. “We’ll be most interested to hear him out.”

      Bleak Hollow’s great room looked more like a place to rally troops than the site for a state dinner. The walls were gray stone, and the room’s only embellishments were battle flags draped like tapestries along the sides of the room. A large iron chandelier hung in the middle of the common room. The only furnishings were large tables and benches, as if the room doubled as a mess hall. One of those large tables had been set with pewter chargers and goblets. Roasted venison and pheasant seasoned with onions and apples lay on large serving boards. Baskets of bread, platters of cooked carrots, parsnips, and turnips, along with tankards full of ale looked inviting.

      “Come. Eat. We have a lot to talk about,” Tormod said, gesturing for them to follow him to the table.

      “To our alliance,” Tormod said, lifting his tankard when they were seated. “And to a rebirth for Donderath.” The others murmured their agreement as they lifted their cups in a toast. Kestel had obtained a charm that would alert her to the presence of poison, and she made sure to sprinkle a few drops of the ale onto the ring charm before they drank. The stone remained dark, signifying that the ale was safe to drink.

      “So cautious,” Rinka said, noting Kestel’s movements. “Even among allies?”

      “I know how easy it is to kill,” Kestel replied nonchalantly. “There’s no truly ‘safe’ place except the grave.” She glanced toward Tormod. “And perhaps, not even there.”

      For a while, conversation lulled as they ate. The food was well seasoned, tasty, and plentiful. After the last two days of camp rations, and three days of skirmishing, Blaine found the prospect of a good meal and passable ale almost irresistible.

      “How long have you had problems with the nomads?” Blaine asked when he had eaten his fill and the others were sliding their empty plates away from them.

      Tormod set down his tankard and blotted his lips with his napkin. “There have been raids as long as there have been nomads,” he replied. “Merrill paid them little attention, and most of the trading caravans that crossed to the Lesser Kingdoms hired mercenaries to make sure they got where they were going.”

      “So you’ve had raids all along, or have they gotten worse of late?” Piran asked. It would be a mistake to count the tankards of ale Piran had consumed and guess about his sobriety. Piran could drink more than any man Blaine had ever met and still keep his wits about him and his aim true.

      “The plains weren’t hit as hard by the Great Fire and the Cataclysm because there were no noble houses there,” Rinka replied. “But they paid dearly with the storms and the beasts. And for a while, the beasts were the equals of the nomads. The trade caravans stopped traveling the routes south. Most of the local traders paid tribute for protection. And after the Cataclysm, they had no goods to sell.”

      “So now that the storms are gone and the beasts have been mostly destroyed, the nomads are back in business,” Verner summarized.

      Rinka shrugged. “After a fashion. Their raids often leave behind gold and silver. They want tools, food, livestock, and weapons. And if they can’t find those, they’ll take hostages to barter for what they can’t steal.” She paused. “If it’s true that the Lesser Kingdoms were hit as badly as Donderath, then the nomads are probably fighting for their survival.”

      “The raiders haven’t launched attacks on this level since the days of their greatest warrior, Bayard, centuries ago,” Tormod said. “He was the one who united the tribes and made them see themselves as one people. Bayard was a legend – almost a god to the Plainsmen.”

      “We need a solution to the nomad problem, because we intend to expand our control westward,” Rinka said abruptly. “Tormod has spoken with the plains dead. The old spirits know things we’ve forgotten about plants that can survive drought, that are good for eating or making into cloth, plants that don’t grow farther east. If we can learn from them, we’ll have wares to trade, maybe even with the plains towns that survived and the Lesser Kingdoms.”

      “I have no designs on the West,” Verner said. “My hands are full with my own lands, and the territory I gained after we destroyed Rostivan and Lysander. That’s plenty for me.”

      Blaine shrugged. “We have enough to do rebuilding Castle Reach and the port, as well as the heartland. And since I doubt we’ve seen the last of Hennoch and Pollard, I’ve got no desire to tie up troops where I can’t easily bring them back if they’re needed.”

      “So neither of you will oppose us extending our territory westward?” Tormod confirmed.

      Blaine frowned. “Not unless it causes you to default on your oath to our alliance,” he cautioned. “We lose all that we’ve fought to gain if we can’t keep our core territories should another threat arise – and it will, sooner or later. We’re depending on you to do your part, and if you stretch yourself too thin or get tied up in fighting on the western frontier, you’re of no use to us.”

      Tormod nodded. “Agreed. We have every intention of honoring our alliance. And you are correct to be cautious regarding Pollard. The dead do not hold him in high regard,” Tormod said.

      “And of Pentreath Reese? Have your ghosts brought you any news?” Pollard, though mortal, was liegeman to Reese, an immortal talishte vampire. Reese had been judged and sentenced to torture and exile by the Elders among the talishte.

      “Reese remains in his prison, for now,” Tormod replied. “But the ghosts fear Reese may soon be freed.”

      “Probably by Pollard,” Piran said, making the name a curse. “It figures.”

      Kestel shook her head. “Pollard can’t free Reese himself. He’s just a mortal, and Reese was imprisoned by the Elders – very powerful talishte. Someone would have to help him – which is why having his maker, Thrane, show up now is worrisome.”

      “Surely Reese had a brood of his own,” Verner said. “And they would certainly wish to aid their master.”

      “Maybe,” Blaine said, “and maybe not. From what Lanyon Penhallow has said, the talishte tend to be rather competitive. Knock off someone at the top and everyone else moves up. Maybe they don’t have the incentive – or the loyalty – to put Reese back on top.”

      “Then you’d best watch Thrane carefully,” Rinka said. “Pack animals must have a leader. Reese’s imprisonment leaves a void, and nature always fills the empty places.”

      “You’ve heard the news we had to share,” Tormod said. “Now I would learn your news.” He managed an awkward smile. “We get few visitors out here. News is always welcome.”

      Verner told of his efforts to rebuild his forces after the Battle of the Northern Plains. “Now we need peace long enough to plant our crops and harvest them,” he finished. “Another hungry winter, and our own people are likely to turn on us.”

      “You never said what you gained from helping to anchor the magic,” Kestel said with a disarming smile. Piran, Verner, and Tormod had been among those Blaine had chosen to be the new Lords of the Blood, who stood with him in a powerful ritual to bring the wild magic back under human control. Each of the Lords of the Blood had gained a magical benefit from the ritual, but when they had parted company to return to their respective lands, some had not yet realized what their new gift was or how to use it.

      “From what we’ve been able to tell, magic doesn’t ‘stick’ to me,” Verner replied, looking self-conscious. “Magical attacks seem to slide off me.”

      Blaine nodded. “Not a bad talent to come away with,” he said.

      Rinka turned to Blaine. “Now, you said you had a way to turn the situation with the raiders around. Let’s hear it. I’m tired of burying good soldiers.”

      Blaine looked from Rinka to Tormod to Verner. “You’ve noticed my men, Borya and Desya? The ones with the cat-slit eyes? They’re from the Western Plains, though they weren’t raiders. But they know the people, the way the Plainsmen think. And they’re certain that the attack-withdraw-wait-attack pattern is the raiders’ way of enabling both sides to size each other up – as potential allies, not enemies.”

      Rinka gave Blaine a skeptical look. “They’ve killed a lot of men for nothing if that’s true.”

      “The point is, we may be able to stop the killing – and create a valuable alliance,” Blaine said. “If you’re open to the idea.”

      “Ally with the raiders?” Tormod asked sharply. “How could we ever trust them?”

      “Solveig is right,” Verner said. “And why should they trust us?”

      “They might not trust us,” Blaine replied, “but I think we’ve got someone they will trust – implicitly.”

      The sun had set while they were dining, and Blaine hoped his guest would be punctual. Just then, one of the guards opened the door to the great hall and leaned in. “M’lord,” he said to Tormod. “There’s a talishte here who claims to have been invited by Lord McFadden.”

      “Is this your doing?” Tormod asked, looking sharply at Blaine.

      “Yes. And if you want the slaughter to end, you’ll hear what he has to say,” Blaine replied.

      It was clear that doing so went against Tormod’s grain, but he gave a stiff nod. “Send him in.”

      A moment later, a well-dressed, dark-haired man entered the great room. His clothing was simple but expensive, and he carried himself like someone accustomed to power. Shoulder-length black hair fell loose around his face, framing dark eyes and a dusky complexion. He looked like an aristocratic cousin to Borya and Desya – or to the raiders themselves. His walk and stance made it clear that he had been a man of war.

      “Peace to you all,” the stranger said in a voice that still carried a trace of a Lesser Kingdoms accent. “I am Bayard, and I’ve come to save my people.”
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      Rinka, Tormod, and Verner stared at the newcomer in stunned silence. Kestel worked to hide a triumphant smile, while Piran gave the talishte an appraising glance.

      “That’s impossible,” Rinka said, lifting her chin. “The real Bayard vanished and died centuries ago.”

      The dark-haired man smiled wryly. “Yes, I did. Five centuries ago, give or take a few years. Not long after my greatest victory, I was turned by a maker who liked to collect ‘accomplished’ fledglings. I vanished, because my work at that time was complete. My victory gave the Plainsmen control of their lands, repulsed an invasion force, and brought them together as a people. They no longer needed me, and I was weary of war.”

      Rinka looked from Bayard to Blaine. “How do we know you’re really Bayard?”

      “I have the word of Lanyon Penhallow and Kierken Vandholt, the Wraith Lord,” Blaine replied. “For the last several centuries, Bayard has been one of the Elder Council of the talishte.”

      Tormod had remained silent, staring intently at Bayard. Finally, he nodded. “Yes,” Tormod said. “I believe he is who he says he is. His spirit could not lie to me.”

      Bayard inclined his head in acknowledgment. “It is as you say, lord necromancer.”

      “When Borya and Desya told me their interpretation of what was going on, I realized that we had two different groups sending signals to each other that were being misunderstood,” Blaine said as Bayard found a seat at the table. “Geir, one of Penhallow’s top men, told me that one of the Elders was from the plains. I sent him to ask Penhallow and that Elder for assistance and advice.”

      “And here I am,” Bayard finished. His dark eyes had a wary cunning to them, and he possessed the body of a fighter, frozen in immortality at the peak of his prowess. “It has been a very long time since my people stood in real peril. And so I came.”

      “You’ve intervened before?” Rinka asked, staring at him with a combination of concern and fascination. “There are legends to that effect.”

      Bayard gave a self-deprecating half smile. “A useful fiction,” he replied. “Only once in all that time did I feel my assistance was truly needed. I discovered that the legend itself became a useful deterrent. Until now.”

      Tormod’s eyes narrowed. “We did not attack the Plainsmen,” he said. “But we have defended ourselves when attacked.”

      “In a warrior culture, the suitability of an ally in battle must be seen before an offer of alliance is extended,” Bayard replied. Though he was dressed in the Donderath aristocratic fashion with a waistcoat, shirt, and breeches, it did not take much imagination for Blaine to picture him in the loose-fitting tunic and trews of the plains horsemen.

      “I find it difficult to grasp the logic in attacking someone to see if they are suitable as an ally,” Rinka said.

      “Perhaps difficult for a Donderan to grasp, but intuitive for a Plainsman,” Bayard replied. “How better to see whether a potential ally is fierce in a fight?”

      “But the deaths —” Rinka protested.

      “Would have been avoided if we had understood the customs of the Plainsmen,” Tormod replied. He had watched Bayard with a distracted expression, but now he seemed fully focused. “I have verified what he is telling us – and who he is – with the spirits.”

      “It’s the ferocity of the fight, not the number of kills that would have mattered to the Plainsmen,” Bayard said.

      “The question is, will your kin accept a truce – and perhaps even an alliance – given how much blood has been spilled?” Piran asked.

      “Tell me what has happened since the fighting began,” Bayard said. He listened, his gaze downcast and intense, as the others told him of the battles that had transpired.

      When they finished, Bayard turned to Tormod. “What say the dead?” he asked. “Would the fallen accept an alliance with so worthy an opponent?”

      Tormod closed his eyes, concentrating. It seemed to Blaine that he could hear the whisper of distant voices, some raised, some calm, but he could not make out their words. After a time, Tormod came back to himself.

      “They acknowledge the worthiness of the warriors,” Tormod replied. “And they fear that if an agreement of some kind is not reached, too many of their kinsmen will die young.”

      Verner had been quiet thus far. Now, he leaned forward earnestly. “We need to make this alliance,” he said. “We’ve all got better things to do than fight an army that doesn’t really want to be an enemy. And if we ally with the Plainsmen, that would strengthen the Solveigs’ hold on the border, so Blaine and I can go back to taking care of our own lands, or fighting off the real threat.”

      Blaine knew that Verner spoke from the heart. Although he was a skillful warrior, Verner had made it clear more than once that his true priority was to rebuild the lands that owed him fealty and see to the safety of his people. He cared nothing for adding territory or gaining power, and Blaine had to talk him into becoming one of the new Lords of the Blood.

      “I agree.” Piran had listened to Bayard’s story without giving much away in his expression. “Verner’s right – we’ve got bigger, badder enemies on the horizon, and we need to give them our full attention. We can’t do that if we’re fighting off the Plainsmen time and again.”

      “If there’s a chance to end the fighting without slaughter, I’m all for it.” Kestel nodded her agreement.

      Blaine turned back to Rinka and Tormod. “Well?” He asked. “You two would be most immediately impacted by an alliance. No more raids. Allies in extending your control over the Western Plains, and protection for the trade routes so the caravans will travel again. Additional troops with skilled fighters to fight against Pollard and Hennoch – and whoever else they pull into this.” He raised an eyebrow. “All you have to do is be able to trust them.”

      Rinka hesitated, then nodded. “If Bayard will agree to oversee the alliance to make sure promises are honored, then yes. We’ve lost enough soldiers already.”

      Everyone turned to Tormod. “You’ve heard the testimony of the dead,” Blaine said. “What do you say?”

      It was difficult to guess when Tormod was merely giving thought to a matter and when he was listening to the whispers of the ghosts. Even at his most decisive, Tormod seemed to be only half paying attention to the real world, and Blaine wondered if controlling his necromancy required that much constant attention. If so, Tormod Solveig was truly a man torn between the world of the living and the realm of the dead.

      “If Bayard can broker the alliance, and if he agrees to return to lead his people – at least for a while – then I can accept the bargain,” Tormod replied. “Now, how do we go about making an offer to the people we’ve spent months trying to kill?”

       

      At sundown the next evening, Blaine waited nervously beneath a tent on the plains beyond Bleak Hollow. He wore an outfit more befitting a lord than a warlord, with a somber brocade waistcoat and dark pants. Kestel made sure he had his cuirass on beneath the coat, and his amulet to deflect magic. The Solveigs and Verner had deferred to him as the lead ambassador, and Blaine was still unsure whether he was being flattered or set up to take the fall.

      “If you believe we will surrender, you are mistaken.” Simon, the leader of the Plainsmen, faced Blaine beneath the large open tent erected in the middle of an open field. They were far enough from the site of the last battle that they were spared the stench of the dead, and the clouds of flies and the circling carrion birds. But Blaine was certain those deaths were as much on Simon’s mind as they were on his.

      “Not a surrender – but a truce,” Blaine countered. “An end to the bloodshed, on both sides. With honor.”

      Simon’s eyes narrowed, and in the delegation of six leaders who stood behind him, Blaine could clearly read expressions of anger and distrust. “Why should we believe you?” Simon demanded.

      “We protected the bodies of your dead from scavengers, and bring them to you unmolested,” Blaine said, pointing to the canvas-covered wagon far enough away to mask the smell. “A gesture of goodwill.”

      Simon gave a dismissive snort. “Was killing them also a gesture of goodwill?”

      Kestel stepped forward from where she stood beside Blaine. She was dressed in a black tunic and trews beneath her cuirass. Her smile and her beauty were a fascinating contradiction to her garb, as was the warmth in her voice when she spoke.

      “We believe that this battle between our people rests in a misunderstanding, Your Lordship,” Kestel said, fixing Simon with her gaze. “We did not understand your customs. We have learned more, and wish to begin anew.” Kestel’s graciousness took some of the steam out of Simon’s anger, but the men behind him continued to mutter, and Blaine knew the delegation was far from convinced.

      “We cannot raise those who have been lost to either side,” Blaine said. “But we can come to an agreement that stops the killing – and stands to the advantage of both our peoples.”

      “What offer do you make, that we should trust you?” Simon demanded.

      Blaine and his allies had spent most of the last few days learning the ways of the Plainsmen from Borya, Desya, and Bayard. The nomadic culture was rich and complex, and its nuances would require a lifetime to fully grasp, but Blaine and the others had learned enough by the time of the meeting to make an effort at diplomacy. Just in case, Borya and Desya, dressed like courtiers rather than warriors, stood nearby should translation be needed.

      “If we were to reckon bloodgild, it would pauper both sides,” Blaine said. “Instead, we offer trade, supplies, and protection – in return for the same, as well as safe passage.”

      Simon looked dubious. “Others before you have made such claims,” he said, meeting Blaine’s gaze defiantly. “Their promises ended once they got what they wanted.”

      Blaine nodded. “I know that King Merrill and his father did not keep faith with the Plainsmen. They are gone. We rule Donderath now, and it is our word we give to you.”

      Simon regarded Blaine with suspicion. Two of his advisers crowded forward and spoke to him in low tones. He listened, then dismissed them with a raise of his hand.

      “We have heard of you, Blaine McFadden, the Convict Lord,” Simon said. “We know the Ghost-Talker,” he said with a nod toward Tormod, “the Red Lady, and the Quiet Soldier,” he added with a glance in Verner’s direction. “You are admirable fighters, as the number of our casualties attest. If your word is good, you would be valuable allies.”

      Blaine inclined his head in acknowledgment. “Graciously spoken, Lord Simon. Your men are courageous in battle, and fearless against strong magic.”

      “This protection and trade, passage and supplies, you speak of,” Simon replied, “at what cost do they come to my people? We are used to being part of Donderath in name only, ignored when we are not hunted. What claims would you make on us, in exchange for these things?”

      Simon was no one’s fool, and from the little Blaine recalled of the Plainsmen’s history, the nomads had been ill-used by the kings of Donderath when they were not ignored or persecuted.

      Simon is right to doubt us. I’ve got to make some kind of connection, or even Bayard’s presence may not be enough. 

      “We can offer you new breeding stock, to replace the flocks you lost with the wild-magic storms,” Blaine said. “Our first crops will be harvested this spring, with seeds to share for the villages to restore their gardens and fields, so your people can trade with them once more. The Lesser Kingdoms were hurt just as badly as Donderath and Meroven in the Cataclysm. Restoring trade will mean the need for guides and guards for the caravans. And if attackers come from the coast or from the southlands, we will pledge our soldiers to help you protect your people.”

      He met Simon’s gaze. “The truth is, Lord Simon, we need your people and your people need us. It is foolishness to pretend otherwise.”

      “If we’re to have peace, it will require intent from both sides,” Kestel said, presenting Simon the contradiction of a woman with the manner of a diplomat and the clothing of a warrior. “What do you offer Lord McFadden and the allied lords in exchange for an end to war and death? He has offered you things of great value. What do you present in return?”

      Blaine tried not to hold his breath. Bayard and the twins had emphasized that the Plainsmen valued the process of bartering, and would weigh the value of promises carefully. They had also instructed Blaine to be prepared for several rounds of offers and counteroffers. It was difficult to be patient, when Blaine was certain that equally urgent matters required his attention and his troops back east.

      I’d rather use Bayard and the ghosts of their dead to validate a decision they’ve already made rather than push them into a choice, Blaine thought.

      Blaine studied the delegation that accompanied Simon. Several of the men wore stern expressions, but whether that was part of the negotiations or because they opposed a truce, he had no way to know. Two of the men appeared to be paying close attention. Keepers of tribal law? Blaine wondered. Or men tasked with remembering what was said?

      Simon’s eyes narrowed. Surely he came prepared to bargain, Blaine thought. Then again, just because bargaining is part of their culture, it doesn’t mean he’s entirely on board with making peace. Some men just like to fight, and he’s good at it.

      “We can offer a breeding pair of our fine plains horses, the swiftest on the Continent,” Simon replied. “Plus breeding pairs of our best goats, sheep, and chickens, strong and healthy, able to endure harsh weather and thin grazing. We can also offer safe passage to your caravans and traders through our lands, and trustworthy guides across the plains to the Lesser Kingdoms.”

      Simon regarded Blaine and Kestel levelly. “Perhaps most valuable is a truce, our promise not to attack Bleak Hollow so long as your armies uphold their promises.”

      “I will take your offer back to my people,” Blaine said solemnly. “Will you present our offer to yours?” Simon nodded, and then he and his delegation withdrew to their camp.

      “This is taking forever,” Piran grumbled.

      “That’s the beauty of the Western Plains,” Borya said. “There’s no reason to hurry anywhere, because there’s never anything going on.”

      “I’ve got to admit, diplomacy has never been my strong point,” Verner said. “I’m not very patient.”

      “I can tolerate their game – up to a point,” Rinka replied. “Let’s hope their response is reasonable.”

      “The truth is, both sides have precious little to bargain with, since the Cataclysm,” Blaine said with a sigh. “Gold, silver, gems – none of that means much until trade begins again. We can spare only so much food and livestock, and the same is true for them. The most valuable thing both sides have to offer is a truce, safe passage, and protection, but that means the Plainsmen would be putting up with strangers in their lands again, and at least nominal governance from Donderath. They may like it the way they’ve had it, on their own without having to answer to anyone else.”

      “That won’t last,” Borya pointed out. “It never does.”

      A candlemark later, Simon returned. This time, the delegation with him looked even less happy than before. One of the men, who had been Simon’s most frequent consultant during the last round of negotiations, looked red in the face, as if he had been arguing. It was difficult to read Simon’s expression.

      “The heads of the families have heard your offering,” Simon reported. “With our war dead yet unburied and unmourned, they found your offering insufficient.” The man standing next to Simon smiled maliciously. Some of the others in the delegation looked uncomfortable, but said nothing.

      “What would make an offering ‘sufficient’ to the heads of the families?” Blaine asked, holding his temper in check.

      “To see you and yours lie bleeding in the dirt beside the graves of our sons!” the man next to Simon cried, and threw himself at Blaine, a knife ready in his hand.

      There was a blur of motion, a dark shape moving impossibly fast, and the silver streak of a knife. Kestel and Piran were seconds too slow, as was Simon, who dove after his companion with an anguished cry.

      “Is this what has become of my sons?” Bayard stood between Blaine and the would-be assassin, holding the attacker’s knife hand in a merciless grip. He repeated his comment in a language Blaine did not understand, but the words made Simon and the delegation grow pale.

      “Bayard.” Simon’s eyes widened. “Can it be?”

      “I am Bayard,” the talishte confirmed as the delegation whispered among themselves, staring at him with astonishment. “When I left the plains, I believed that my people had reached the point where they no longer needed me.” He gave a disdainful look at the man whose knife hand was crushed in his grip, then tossed the raider aside. The man landed in the dirt and remained kneeling, cradling his mangled hand. “Apparently, I was wrong.”

      “Bayard!” The name was taken up by the delegation like a prayer, and one by one, the men knelt in fealty. Bayard nodded to Tormod, who stepped forward, closed his eyes, and began to chant, raising his hands slowly, palms up. A cold mist began to rise around them, though the evening had been warm. The mist thickened, shapes became visible, and the members of Simon’s delegation gasped as the figures solidified enough to be recognizable.

      “Here are your dead,” Tormod said. “Ask them yourself whether they wish for more of your kin to die, or whether they would see you accept the chance for peace that has been offered to you.” After a moment’s pause, the ghosts also knelt. What the Plainsmen saw in the mist was enough to assure them that the ghosts – and Bayard – were real. Over to one side, the man who had attacked Blaine rocked back and forth on his knees, his broken hand pressed against his chest, sobbing his apology.

      “Simon.” Bayard said the name slowly, drawing out the syllables. Simon trembled, but lifted his head and faced Bayard squarely. “I will return to the Plainsmen, for a time, and lead you once more, until you have rebuilt. One thing I ask: that my people accept this alliance, and support it with full vigor. Will you help me make this happen?”

      Conflicting emotions played across Simon’s face. Shame at the unexpected attack by someone who had betrayed his trust. Fear of the spirits of the dead and their judgment. Awe at confronting a legend. “Y-yes,” Simon stammered. “Yes. I will help you.” He gave a stern glance toward his delegation. “We will help you,” he said, his voice gaining strength. “We accept the offering, and pledge to fulfill what we have offered. So I swear, so we swear, on our lives and souls.” One by one, the other men pledged themselves to the alliance.

      “Then we will rebuild together,” Bayard said, walking out to stand among the delegation, bidding them to rise.

      “Your dead are satisfied with your decision,” Tormod said as the spirits rose and formed a circle around them dozens of ghosts deep. “They will be watching to make sure you keep your word. Know that you have their blessing.” With that, Tormod murmured another quiet phrase and lowered his upturned hands. As quickly as they appeared, the ghosts vanished.

      “Then it is done,” Bayard said, turning to nod to Blaine. “You will have nothing to fear from the Plainsmen. We will be your allies in this struggle, so long as you keep your bargain.”

      “We’ll keep it,” Blaine assured him. “Count on it.”

      With that, Bayard and the Plainsmen departed, heading back to their camp. No one moved until the raiders and their long-dead leader were gone. Finally, Piran spoke. “Think they’ll actually keep their word?”

      Blaine nodded. “I think Bayard will handle it.” He turned to Rinka and Tormod. “If you’re not under threat of attack from the Plainsmen, and they’re sworn to help defend Bleak Hollow, I need to ask Tormod’s help with another threat.”

      Rinka glared at him. “Just like that, you trust that enemies have become friends?”

      “He’s correct,” Tormod replied. “The ghosts were in full accord. The Plainsmen will follow Bayard. And just to be careful, we’ll keep our forces on alert.” He turned to Blaine. “Say on.”

      “Bayard is one of the Elders who once formed the council,” Blaine replied. “Those who didn’t join Penhallow have gone rogue – and taken sides with Pollard and Thrane.” He met Tormod’s gaze. “There’s going to be a talishte civil war. There’s precious little mortals can do to help – but you’re not the average mortal.”

      “You want me to use my magic against the rogue talishte?” Tormod had gone very still, as if he had focused his entire concentration on Blaine.

      “Yes. With that help, we might be able to hold off Thrane, and help Penhallow’s forces win their war.” Blaine met his gaze levelly.

      Once again, it seemed that Tormod was listening to voices Blaine could not hear. After a moment, Tormod nodded. “Very well,” he said. “I will go with you.”

      “Tormod —” Rinka began to object.

      Tormod shook his head. “No. Blaine’s right. I’m one of the few mortals who can make a difference against Thrane. I have a responsibility to go.” A bitter smile twisted his thin lips. “We would not care to exist in a future ruled by Thrane.”

      “Before Thrane went into exile, he destroyed every necromancer he could find,” Rinka said, lifting her chin defiantly. “Or did you forget that piece of history?”

      “All the more reason this is my – our – fight,” Tormod countered. “If Thrane survives, he’ll make sure I don’t.”

      Rinka crossed her arms, clearly unconvinced, but she said nothing more. Tormod’s likely to get an earful once we get back to Bleak Hollow, Blaine thought.

      “Come on,” Blaine said. “It’s been a long day. Let’s go. We got what we came for.”

      The short ride back to the fortress passed in murmured conversation, though Rinka said nothing and Tormod was quiet. When they returned to Bleak Hollow, Tormod stopped Blaine just inside the great hall. “There’s something you’ve wanted to ask since you arrived.”

      Blaine felt his cheeks color. Piran looked at him with a puzzled frown, but Kestel nodded. “Go ahead,” she urged.

      “You’re a necromancer. You speak to spirits as well as raise them,” Blaine said. “Can you speak to my brother, Carr?”

      Tormod stared at him, and for a moment, Blaine did not think the other had heard him. Then he realized that Tormod was concentrating on his magic.

      “The young man with dark hair and grievous wounds?”

      Blaine swallowed hard and nodded. “Yes.”

      Tormod frowned, and his gaze was distant. “He wants you to know that he did not betray you.”

      “I know that,” Blaine said. “But why in Raka did he have to go and get his fool self killed?” Grief welled up as anger.

      “He said to tell you, ‘now you know how it feels,’” Tormod reported with a puzzled tone. Kestel caught her breath. Piran swore softly. Blaine caught the meaning immediately, and swallowed back a sob. For six years, Carr and what remained of Blaine’s family had believed him dead in the frozen northland. Since his return, Carr had been angry, going out of his way to provoke Blaine, taking defiant chances that had gotten him captured and killed.

      “Can he rest?” Blaine asked in a voice just above a whisper. “Can he cross to the Sea of Souls?”

      Tormod’s gaze lost its focus once more. “He says he’ll go when he’s ready.”

      The comment was so completely like Carr that Blaine let out a strangled laugh. “What does he mean by that?”

      “He’s not the only ghost near you,” Tormod said. “There are other, dark spirits that trouble your dreams and steal your energy.” He frowned. “It would appear that your brother is trying to protect you from them.”

      “What kind of dark spirits?” Blaine pressed. Gods know, if I’m haunted by the spirits of every man I’ve killed in battle, I’ll have no rest living or dead.

      “Two spirits who in life put their mark on you, and in their death at your hands, cursed you with their last thoughts,” Tormod said. “One of them is Commander Prokief.”

      Prokief, the sadistic commander of Velant Prison and the corrupt governor of the convict colony of Edgeland, had been killed by Blaine in the uprising that freed the outpost. Tormod would recognize Prokief, Blaine knew, since he and Rinka had also been exiled to Velant.

      “Sounds like something that stinking sack of shit would do,” Piran said. “Can you kill the bastard dead again, and make it stick?”

      “And the other?” Blaine asked, although he had a hunch about the answer.

      “This spirit is as dark as Prokief’s, maybe darker,” Tormod replied after a moment consulting his vision. “A stocky, brown-haired man with angular features and a nasty glower. The sense of malice is intense.”

      Blaine sighed. “That’s my father, Torven take his soul.”

      “That’s the problem,” Kestel muttered. “Torven didn’t.”

      Tormod stilled, moving back into trance. “The two malicious spirits have clawed at your energy, weakening you. But the third spirit, your brother, forced them back. The damage has begun to heal.”

      “How did he do that?” Blaine asked.

      “He stands between you and them and battles them off,” Tormod replied. “Taking the damage himself.”

      “Can you free them?” Blaine asked, meeting Tormod’s gaze intently. “Can you destroy Prokief and my father so that Carr can go to his rest?”

      “You ask a great favor,” Rinka said.

      “Blaine’s the one who figured out how to solve your Western raider problem,” Piran pointed out. “That ought to be worth something.”

      Tormod nodded. “Rinka is protective of me,” he said with a fond half smile. “But Piran is correct. You’ve already done us a great service. I will do as you ask,” Tormod replied. “Come with me.”

      Rinka looked decidedly unhappy as they followed Tormod from the great room down a long hallway toward a set of descending steps. She hurried to catch up with her brother, and they exchanged whispered comments. Although Blaine and the others could not hear the content of the conversation, it was clear that Rinka did not like the bargain, but what roused her anger, Blaine could not guess.

      “Mick, are you sure about this?” Piran asked, using the nickname Blaine had assumed when he had gone to Velant as a convict.

      “I’ve had nightmares for a long time,” Blaine admitted. “First about Father, and later, after we freed Velant, about Prokief. Not just memories, or regular dreams. There have been enough of those as well. These nightmares were much more real,” he said.

      “In the dreams, I would fight Father or Prokief off, but they would always draw blood, and when I woke, I felt weakened,” Blaine continued. “That’s why I think Tormod is telling the truth. When anchoring the magic was killing me, I dreamed that Father and Prokief were feeding from my connection to the magic, like talishte hungry for blood.”

      “And Carr?” Kestel asked. “How do you know Tormod’s telling the truth about that?”

      Blaine took her hand. “Tormod wasn’t around for Carr’s madness, or his crazy risk taking.”

      “A spy among our troops could have heard of it easily enough,” Kestel argued.

      “True,” Blaine admitted. “But since his death, I’ve dreamed of Carr standing between me and darkness, just as Tormod said.”

      “Can a mage of Tormod’s strength send you dreams of his liking?” Piran asked in a voice just above a whisper. “Set you up to be indebted to him, manipulate you into making a bad bargain?”

      “I could, but I didn’t.” Tormod’s voice carried back to them from farther down the stone stairs. “Rinka also faults me, says the working will squander my power,” he added with a hint of bitter humor. “Such are the concerns of those who care for us.”

      Although the summer night had been pleasantly warm, it became cooler the deeper they descended, cold enough to raise gooseflesh on Blaine’s arms. Tormod opened an iron-bound door and led them into a large room. A wooden worktable sat along one wall, covered with relics and artifacts. Shelves lined one wall, filled with skulls and bones from a variety of creatures, stained and discolored jars, and bits of pelts, feathers, and leathery skin. In the center of the floor was a large circle.

      Tormod turned to Kestel. “The magic-dampening amulet you wear is a hindrance,” he said with a smile. “As you have seen, it does not stop my magic, but it makes it twice as difficult. So does the deflection amulet Blaine wears,” he added, raising an eyebrow. “I must ask you to remove the amulets. I will need to raise a substantial amount of power for this working.”

      Kestel gave him a murderous glare, but she removed the amulet from beneath her tunic and handed it to Piran. Blaine did likewise. “Here,” she said. “I’ll stay near Blaine, and you can watch the door.” Kestel knew how much Piran mistrusted mages, Blaine thought. She was giving him an out, letting him stand sentry away from the main working. She fixed Piran with a pointed look. “I want it back when we’re through.”

      “I’d take it all the way back to camp if I had my way,” Piran muttered. But he tucked the amulets inside his tunic and went to stand by the door, sword drawn.

      Rinka looked worried, and she moved closer to Tormod’s circle. “Do you need to draw from me?”

      Kestel and Blaine exchanged a glance. She’s worried about the magic, and Tormod doesn’t want to discuss it, Blaine thought.

      “Something’s not right. There’s a risk you haven’t told us about,” Kestel said, moving a step closer to where Tormod and Rinka stood.

      “It’s nothing that should concern you,” Tormod said, a little too quickly.

      “Nothing to worry you,” Rinka snapped. “But my brother should think twice.”

      “Why?” Kestel pressed.

      Rinka faced her with a sneer. “Because my brother isn’t all-powerful. His magic has dangers. And when he wades into the netherworld to vanquish your ghosts, all kinds of creatures try to drag him under. You have no idea how dangerous it is for a necromancer to step across the threshold.”

      “Rinka!” Tormod’s voice was sharp. “I choose my battles. Allow me this.”

      Rinka glared at her brother, but gave a nod. Watching the interplay between brother and sister was fascinating, Blaine thought. Rinka was a fearsome warrior on the battlefield, like a blood-drenched goddess of retribution. Tormod was a powerful necromancer. Yet it was clear that they were as protective of each other as they were seemingly invincible.

      Tormod moved around his workshop, gathering the things he needed to call his magic. Rinka helped him set out candles and light them. Then he took a charred staff of wood and carefully drew a larger circle outside the first circle, with a gap between the two circles.

      “Step inside the inner circle,” Tormod said to Blaine. “We will face your foes together.”

      Blaine gave Kestel a reassuring nod and went to stand inside the inner blackened circle, careful not to touch its outline. Tormod positioned Blaine in the center, and then walked the inside of the outer circle as Rinka walked the outside. Tormod chanted, and Rinka scattered a powdered mixture along the circumference of the circle. As they walked, a faint golden light rose from the circle that was drawn on the floor. When they had made the full round, Tormod gestured and Blaine saw the power snap closed. The glow rose in a golden cylinder around them, shimmering in the gloom of the workshop.

      Tormod repeated the process by himself, walking widdershins around the inner circle from the inside, until the power closed around him and Blaine, raising a second golden column inside the first.

      Tormod’s chanting changed. His tone became strident, and his words were guttural and harsh, in a language Blaine did not understand. The golden energy of the warding dimmed, becoming the dark indigo of twilight, shimmering now and again with light like falling stars. The area within the circle grew colder, and the glow of the outside circle darkened to the obsidian of a starless night.

      Mist swirled between the circles. Tormod’s voice grew more commanding, the intent unmistakable.

      Forms began to take shape from the mist, taking form slowly as if the spirits fought the commands and obeyed grudgingly. Carr’s ghost was first to appear. Tall and lanky, rawboned and angular, Carr looked as he had on the night of his death, bloodied by a mage’s torture, and from his own self-inflicted death wounds.

      Carr faced them defiantly, his battle sword grasped in one hand, a short sword in the other. He said nothing, but he met Blaine’s gaze unswervingly, as if daring Blaine to fault him for his choices either before or after death. Even now, Blaine could not find the words to respond to the ghost’s silent challenge. I’m sorry seemed woefully insufficient. Thank you stuck in his craw. Carr’s expression changed from a defiant glower to a lopsided, bitter grin as if he knew Blaine’s struggle. Then he turned his back on Blaine and Tormod and moved into a defensive posture as two more figures appeared in the mist.

      Commander Prokief was the first to step from the swirling fog. He was a tall, hulking brawler with a cruel set to his thin-lipped mouth and cold, angry eyes. Prokief had been as much a prisoner as his inmates in the inhospitable, brutal cold of Velant Prison. Too successful on the battlefield to dismiss, too brutal to remain in a peacetime kingdom, Prokief had been named warden of Velant by King Merrill, making him chief among exiles.

      Those who were not lucky enough to be hanged were exiled to Velant, on the northernmost continent of Edgeland, an arctic wasteland claimed by Donderath and colonized by the convicts who did not die under Prokief’s inhumane rule. Ruby mines and herring fished from the Northern Sea made the colony lucrative for Donderath. Prokief ruled with brutal, ironfisted effectiveness, knowing that those he killed would die unlamented.

      Prokief’s ghost fixed Blaine with a baleful stare, his fleshy features twisting into a mask of hatred. It was clear in Prokief’s mad gaze that the commander desired to finish in death what he had been denied in life. Prokief moved toward Blaine, but Carr shifted between them, and the indigo light of the inner warding flared, forcing Prokief to keep his distance. Prokief’s murderous glare made it easy for Blaine to hear the dead commander’s voice in his memory.

      Only a matter of time, boy, before I kill you. Only a matter of time. 

      To the left, the mist coalesced into a second shape, and although Blaine knew that the man he saw striding from the fog was dead, that he himself had struck the deathblow, the sight of Ian McFadden made Blaine’s heart constrict with fear out of old, hard-learned habit.

      Someone needs to teach this cur a lesson. The memory of that harsh voice echoed in Blaine’s mind. Ian McFadden had taken out his foul temper on his family for years. Blaine had taken blows meant for Carr and their sister Mari, and had done his best to rescue servants, pets, and horses from Ian’s cruelty. But when Blaine discovered that Ian had dishonored Mari, his temper found its limits.

      Ian glowered at Blaine with the vicious intent Blaine remembered well from his youth. Broad-shouldered and stout, Ian McFadden had won renown on the battlefield and the regard of King Merrill. The murderous glint in Ian’s ghostly eyes made it clear that he still longed to even the score.

      In one accord, Ian and Prokief rushed at the indigo warding. Carr blocked Prokief’s advance with his sword, and as Prokief’s blade raked Carr’s arm, Carr’s ghost trembled, losing some of its luster. Ian dodged to one side, throwing himself in a fury at the dark-blue, glimmering warding as if to tear it apart with his bare hands in order to get at Blaine within.

      “Zerak-aggo!” Tormod cried out, a guttural war cry. The indigo barrier flared like a cold-burning blue flame. Ian fell back, glowering.

      “Ian McFadden and Commander Prokief. You have transgressed against the accords between the dead and the living, against the edicts of Esthrane and Torven, masters of the Sea of Souls and the Unseen Realm,” Tormod said, proclaiming justice. “For this transgression, I send your souls to their reckoning in Raka, where you can no longer harm the living. So shall it be!”

      Tormod raised his hands, and Blaine felt the shift in the air around them and sensed the use of magic. Tormod’s presence grew stronger as his magic filled the inner warding, and then a rush of power surged from inside the warded circle. The magic passed right through Carr’s spirit without harm, but it immobilized Prokief and Ian McFadden’s shades, transfixing them. A black, gaping hole opened along the inside of the outer warding, as if Tormod had split the room open to face an empty, starless night.

      The darkness reached out for Ian and Prokief, snagging them like flies on a spider’s web. As the two doomed ghosts were pulled into the rift, their mouths formed soundless screams, eyes wide with terror. The shapes grew dimmer as their lingering consciousness unraveled, spooled off into the hungry, endless night of Raka. And then, the rift vanished, leaving the outer warding as if nothing had ever happened.

      “Carr McFadden,” Tormod said, and Carr’s ghost turned to the necromancer as if he had no choice. “You are free of your burden. Would you go now to the Sea of Souls?”

      Ian and Prokief had been denied the ability to speak, but now, Carr’s familiar voice sounded from the other side of the inner warding.

      “Not yet,” Carr’s ghost said, avoiding Blaine’s gaze. “Things aren’t settled. I’m a soldier. Leave me my last duty. Let me do this, and when Blaine’s place is secure, I’ll be glad to go.” Finally, he looked at Blaine with such a mixture of emotions that Blaine could not decide what to read from his brother’s expression. “Let me do this right. I mucked it up the last time.”

      Tormod looked to Blaine. Blaine swallowed hard, trying to find his voice. Before his exile, he had been Carr’s protector, and they had been close. Since his return, Carr’s resentment had created an angry gap between them, and his death in willful defiance of orders had left Blaine angry as well as grieving. Now words did not seem sufficient.

      Blaine nodded to Tormod. “So shall it be,” Tormod said. “Carry out your last service with honor, and the gods will favor you when you cross the Sea of Souls.”

      Carr looked as if he meant to say something sarcastic. Instead, he gave a sardonic smile and a flippant mock salute to Blaine, made a respectful bow to Tormod, then turned his back on them, taking up his position on guard once more.

      Tormod gestured with his right hand, palm forward, and Carr’s ghostly form vanished. He turned to Blaine. “Ian McFadden and Commander Prokief can’t hurt you again,” he said. “They’ve passed beyond the boundaries of return, and they can have no more contact with the mortal world. I read no deception in your brother’s intent. It’s a geas he has placed upon himself, and his soul won’t rest until it’s completed.” Tormod’s expression softened. “In such dangerous times, a protector against unseen threats isn’t a bad thing to have.”

      “You’ll see that he rests when the time is right?”

      Tormod nodded. “There’s nothing to hold him back. But yes, I’ll help if needed. You have my word.”

      “Thank you,” Blaine said. Tormod inclined his head in acknowledgment. Once more, Tormod began to chant, walking the circle in the opposite direction to dispel the outer protections first, and then the inner shields.

      The wardings vanished, and it felt to Blaine as if the room had stopped holding its breath. Kestel and Rinka moved toward them. “Could you see?” Blaine asked Kestel.

      “Not clearly,” she replied.

      “I’ll tell you all about it later,” Blaine said quietly, and Kestel nodded in assent. Rinka and Tormod spoke in low tones, paying the others no attention.

      Piran joined them, his relief clear in his expression. “Thank the gods that’s over with. Now that we’ve had our fill of ghosts and Plainsmen and talishte legends, can we go home? We’ve got work to do.”
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      Days were difficult, but nights were intolerable. During the day, Pollard had the thankless task of keeping Solsiden running and managing both Hennoch and the mages. But come nightfall, Thrane and the talishte awoke and returned to the manor, making it clear who was really in charge, should anyone have doubted.

      “He’s just gone back to the troops,” Pollard said of Hennoch to Thrane’s question. “I gave him his orders today, and planned to update you on his report now that you’ve risen.”

      “Not enough,” Thrane said, and his gaze lingered on Pollard, a crafty, powerful look that made it clear who was servant and who was master. Thanks to the kruvgaldur, Pollard could meet Thrane’s gaze, but the raw need for dominance in his eyes made Pollard wish he dared look away.

      “I’ve left Hennoch to your management for too long. It’s time I took the reins. Bring him – and his son. I would look on them,” Thrane demanded.

      Pollard was certain that Thrane knew just how much he detested giving in. “As you wish, m’lord,” he said neutrally, and went to make it so.

      “Send a rider on a swift horse,” Pollard said to the guard at the front door to the manor. “Tell General Hennoch to come as quickly as he can. Emphasize that his son’s life depends on it.” He made the guard repeat the instructions, then sent him on his way. Kerr was waiting for him at the bottom of the steps with a flask, and Pollard knocked back a mouthful of the raw whiskey to fortify him before he went back in to pacify Thrane and his wastrel brood.

      Thrane, the ancient renegade talishte better known as Hemlock, sat in Pollard’s chair behind the desk in the parlor, the desk that had belonged to Pollard before Thrane and his supporters showed up. Black-eyed and sharp-featured, broad-shouldered and powerfully built, Thrane looked more like hired muscle than someone of noble blood. Then again, he had existed for centuries, and in that time, even a street ruffian could amass a fortune, given a little talent and a ruthless streak. Thrane had both.

      “I hope Hennoch realizes I don’t like to be kept waiting,” Thrane said with the hint of a malicious smile. His hangers-on chuckled, a cold sound that reminded Pollard of the growls of hungry wolves.

      “He knows,” Pollard replied. Long years with Pentreath Reese had trained him to keep his face expressionless, his thoughts distant and bland. Reese was Thrane’s get, and Pollard had come to realize that Reese was a pale shadow of his maker’s image.

      “We dally on trivialities.” Vasily Aslanov leaned against the wall, toying with a goblet of dark blood. He shook his long blond hair away from his face. Tall and slender with a long, pointed nose and sharp chin, Aslanov was as mean as he was plain. Aslanov had always been critical of Reese and a thorn in his side. Now, he prodded Thrane to free Reese sooner rather than later, certainly out of concern for his own agenda more so than Reese’s well-being. Aslanov was older than Reese, maybe even one of the renegade Elders who had left the talishte council.

      “Patience.” Marat Garin lounged in Pollard’s favorite chair near the fireplace. “Such ‘trivialities’ become important in the grand scheme. Time is on our side.” Garin, Pollard knew, was one of the most loyal of Reese’s followers, maybe one of the first fledges Reese had made. He did not look like he was of Donderath, with a forehead a bit too high, eyes a little too close-set. Pollard did not doubt that Garin had his sights set on becoming one of Thrane’s trusted lieutenants.

      Kiril looked out of the window at the darkened grounds, seemingly indifferent to the conversation. He was stocky, with a fighter’s build and the look of a man who had seen serious battle before he had been turned. He said nothing, but Pollard had the feeling Kiril was listening intently. That was his role, keeping a low profile but always remaining within earshot so as not to miss out on important information. Elise, yet another of Reese’s brood, moved from bookshelf to bookshelf, perusing the titles with a studied air of ennui. Her dark hair was pinned up in a knot. With her thin, finely featured face and slender build, Elise might well have been noble before Reese added her to his ‘collection’ of followers.

      That left Sonders, a dark-haired man who looked like he was probably a pickpocket or worse during his life. He appeared to be in his early thirties, relatively old for the mortal age of the talishte Pollard had seen, Sonders had a streetwise look. Other talishte had wandered in and out of Solsiden since Thrane made his reappearance, but these were Thrane’s inner circle, or at least appeared to be his handpicked minions until someone better came along.

      Putting up with all of them was the price Pollard paid for a chance at the throne of Donderath. Nights like this, he reminded himself repeatedly that he was playing a long game, one with a crown at the end if he was savvy and successful.

      It took more than a candlemark for Hennoch to present himself. Pollard knew the delay was entirely reasonable, given the distance and Hennoch’s desire to make a respectable appearance to the man who held his life and that of his son in the balance. The talishte, however, grew bored with the wait, so far removed from the constraints of mortal speed and mobility that they imagined sleights where Pollard was certain none were intended.

      “Finally,” Thrane said as Hennoch entered the room. From his flushed features, Pollard was certain that Hennoch had ridden at full speed. He wore what nowadays passed for his best uniform, mended and clean of fresh bloodstains. His face and hands were clean, and his boots, while battered, were free of mud. All in all, Pollard thought, it was the best one might hope for, given the realities.

      “My lord,” Hennoch said, making a deep bow. “I came as quickly as my horse would carry me.” Larska Hennoch was a decade younger than Pollard, but one look made it clear he had spent his years soldiering. Stocky and solid, Hennoch was built like a boxer and carried himself like a man who had seen his share of fights. He wore a patch over his right eye, and a jagged scar marred his face on the same side, running from hairline to chin.

      “Then you’d best get a faster horse,” Garin remarked, to the mirthless chuckles of the others. Hennoch flushed, but remained silent, mindful that his son, Eljas, stood in the shadows between two talishte guards.

      “Let me have a look at you,” Thrane said, striding forward. “Older than I expected. Getting fat.” He turned to Pollard. “Is this really the best you can do for a commander?”

      Hennoch’s cheeks burned. Pollard was careful to keep his voice dry. “As you know, m’lord, these days we make do with what we have. All in all, he has been suitable.”

      Thrane’s expression made it clear that he was not entirely satisfied. He walked once around Hennoch, and Pollard knew the inspection was intended to be as menacing as it appeared. “Still,” Thrane remarked, eyeing Hennoch as if he were a horse for trade, “there’s some muscle beneath the lard. And I imagine he has a trick or two up his tattered sleeves or he wouldn’t have lasted this long.”

      Without warning, Thrane lashed out one hand and grabbed Hennoch’s left wrist, twisting so suddenly and with such strength that Hennoch had no choice except to go down on his knees or have his arm broken. He sank his long eyeteeth into Hennoch’s forearm and drew several mouthfuls of blood.

      “From now on, I am your lord,” Thrane said, his voice cold and utterly terrifying. “You are nothing aside from what you achieve for me, and if that ever becomes less valuable, you have no existence at all.”

      Thrane tore a gash in his own forearm with his teeth and pressed the bloody slit against his prisoner’s mouth. “Drink, or I will drain your son dry while you watch me do it.”

      Hennoch’s eyes flashed in anger, then his gaze flickered to the pale young man on the other side of the room. Eljas strained for valor, though he looked as if he might throw up from sheer panic. Hennoch let out a defeated breath and parted his lips, allowing the cold, black blood into his mouth.

      “It’s not that bad,” Thrane said in a voice meant to be triumphant instead of reassuring. “Perhaps eventually, as I bind you further, you’ll reap the benefits of a bond. If I choose to bind you tightly enough, you’ll heal faster, move quicker, and live longer. Just like Lord Pollard. He’s been Pentreath Reese’s vassal for years.”

      Hennoch’s expression made his revulsion clear as he struggled not to gag. Eljas turned and retched, shaking and heaving as if he might pass out. Both of the guards looked amused at Eljas’s discomfort.

      Vedran Pollard watched the spectacle from his place to the right of the ornate wooden chair Thrane used when he held his ‘court.’ Pollard winced as Thrane made public his closely held shame, and he knew that shaming him was intentional. Until now, only two trusted confidants had known Reese regularly ‘read’ Pollard’s blood, forcibly taking the information he wanted from a feeding meant to be as painful and demeaning as possible, to remind Pollard of his place. Then again, Pollard thought, Thrane relied on such tactics so often and openly that his own secret was unlikely to have remained hidden.

      Thrane released Hennoch’s arm, and the large man dropped to the floor like a stone. Two deep, bloody puncture wounds marked Larska Hennoch’s left forearm. All his military prowess, his thousands of soldiers, his valor in battle did Hennoch no good now, on his knees before a dark nightmare returned from exile.

      “Remember this,” Thrane warned, as Hennoch clasped his wounded arm with his other hand to staunch the bleeding. “I can read every memory, every action, and every thought from your blood whenever I please. The kruvgaldur bond lies between us now, unbreakable except by your death. We are bound together. Your fears, your victories, your dreams – I will know. And if you show bad faith, I will also know, and I will drain your precious son of every drop and turn him to serve me forever. Are we clear?”

      Hennoch nodded, though it was evident from every line of his posture that he fought the servitude. “Clear,” he muttered.

      “So good to hear it,” Thrane replied, walking over to where Eljas stood. Pollard had taken the young man captive months before, as a surety for Hennoch’s loyalty. Thrane had raised the stakes.

      Eljas was sixteen summers old, no longer a boy and not yet a man. Pollard grudgingly gave the boy credit for having comported himself with dignity during his captivity. For Eljas’s compliance, and his father’s allegiance, Pollard favored the boy with better treatment, contingent on obedience. Thrane did not believe in leaving anything to chance.

      Thrane clapped a hand on Eljas’s shoulder, and the young man winced. Eljas tried to be strong, but his fear was evident in his face and manner. Pollard knew that Thrane relished that fear. “I thought you might want to know I’ve taken your son under my wing, made him my personal servant,” Thrane said, watching Hennoch’s reaction.

      “It’s quite an honor,” Thrane continued, enjoying the discomfort he was causing both father and son. “I’m never without his presence. He has served me well.” He ran his hand down Eljas’s arm, turning the pale flesh of his soft forearm upward. “I may extend his service,” Thrane said, deliberately baiting Hennoch. “Create the kruvgaldur with him, too. Like father, like son.”

      The room was silent, waiting for Hennoch’s reply. “As you wish, m’lord,” Hennoch spat out through clenched teeth.

      Thrane smiled, having bent the two men to his will. “Very well. We have an understanding.” He looked to Hennoch. “Go back to your army. There will be more survivors straggling in from what remains of Rostivan’s and Lysander’s armies. I’ve sent messengers to the north to gather additional soldiers. When the time comes to fight Blaine McFadden’s army again, you must be ready to shatter his defenses and annihilate his troops. I do not hold to half measures.”

      “Yes, m’lord.” The words were grudging, but Hennoch knew his duty. He rose to his feet, his hand still pressed against the wound that had been inflicted with intentional, and unnecessary, cruelty. Hennoch glanced to Eljas, and gave a curt nod. The young man gathered what dignity remained and replied in kind. Then Hennoch turned and left the room, followed by the guards.

      “Sit,” Thrane said to Eljas, and the young man took up his spot on the floor at the left side of Thrane’s chair like a favored pet. Much as Pollard hated to admit it to himself, there was not so much distance between his own situation and that of the lad.

      “I think that went well, don’t you?” Thrane asked, taking his seat once more.

      “Quite effective,” Pollard agreed tonelessly.

      Thrane held court in the room Pollard had previously claimed for his own office and war room. Solsiden was a stronghold occupied because Pollard’s family manor home had been destroyed in the Great Fire. Even so, the Cataclysm had not gone easy on Solsiden, badly damaging much of the upper floors. With Thrane claiming the only respectable room as his own, it left Pollard seeing to his tasks out of a small room that had once been a pantry. Thrane made sure everyone around him knew their place.

      Thrane chuckled. “Don’t fret,” he said, tone thick with insincere reassurance. “You remain my favored commander. And if we succeed, you’ll be my agent on Donderath’s throne. Surely such a prize is worth the aggravation.”

      He says ‘agent,’ Pollard thought. He means ‘puppet.’

      “Show in the next guests.”

      The guards brought in two men Pollard did not know, but he was certain they were talishte by one look at them. Both men had the appearance of down-at-the-heels aristocrats, but then again, in post-Cataclysm Donderath, even the nobility could not muster a better showing than that. One of the men carried himself with the unconscious entitlement of someone of noble blood, while the other moved with the furtive grace of a predator.

      “You’re not of my brood, but you both might be useful to me,” Thrane said without preamble. “I intend to raise a puppet mortal government that will never subject our kind to purges again, never drive us into the wilderness, never burn us to quell their own fear. I am assembling an army. This is your opportunity to join me. What say you?”

      The aristocrat looked to have been turned in his early thirties, and by his manner, Pollard guessed the man was already well on his way to being a wastrel when his miserable life was cut short. He possessed the bland good looks of a Donderath blue blood, with the horsey face that came from too much noble inbreeding.

      “What’s in it for me?” he asked, regarding Thrane with an acquisitive look.

      Thrane moved more quickly than Pollard’s mortal sight could track, and apparently far faster than the much younger talishte could respond. In less than the blink of Pollard’s eye, Thrane left his chair, swept the young aristocrat’s head from his shoulder with a casual jerk of his right hand, and returned to his seat, blood-spattered but unruffled, before the body could crumple to the floor.

      Thrane turned his attention to the furtive one with the clothing of a noble and the manner of a pickpocket. “Now,” Thrane continued calmly, “as I was saying. You have an opportunity to join me. What say you?”

      The pickpocket talishte licked his lips, an old mortal habit, and the look in his eyes was sly and calculating. “Sure thing, sir. You can count on me. My fledges, too. Just say the word. We’re your men.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Thrane said with a flat, cold tone that said he was already thinking about the next action to be taken. “I will let you know when I have need of you.”

      The pickpocket turned to go.

      “Oh, and remember,” Thrane said, with a glance toward the body that lay in a pool of its own black ichor on the floor, crumbling to dust. “I take promises very seriously. Don’t disappoint me.”

      The pickpocket swallowed hard, avoiding looking at the dead aristocrat, and gave a nod.

      The guards showed him out. Thrane regarded the pile of dust and looked at Pollard. “What do you think? Have it removed, or let him stay for a bit? We hardly got to know each other.”

      Pollard guarded his thoughts carefully. At close range, Thrane could read him through the kruvgaldur Pollard shared with Reese, Thrane’s get. But because that link was removed a generation, Pollard had discovered he had a bit more freedom when he was out of Thrane’s immediate vicinity.

      “You might as well leave him for now,” Pollard replied. “Since we’ll have trouble getting the stain out of the carpet.”

      One after another, men came to Thrane. Most had been called to Solsiden to swear allegiance, talishte who were either those Thrane himself had turned or, more often, those who were brought across by talishte of Thrane’s making. The ashes of the dead talishte cut the conversations short and ensured compliance. No one else made the same mistake.

      After a few candlemarks, Thrane tired of his game. “I have plans to review with you,” Thrane said, standing and stretching. He walked around the black stain on the carpet and over to the desk that Pollard had once claimed as his own. Pollard was certain Thrane knew just how annoying it was to confiscate every small trapping of power that had been Pollard’s, including Pollard’s stock of whiskey, which Thrane could not drink.

      “Can I pour you a glass of something?” Thrane asked, watching for a reaction.

      Pollard pushed down his irritation. Whiskey was an essential tool in surviving Thrane’s occupation. “If it pleases you,” Pollard replied diffidently. He had learned that Thrane enjoyed denying objects of desire. Therefore, affecting a manner of complete indifference was key.

      Thrane withdrew a bottle of whiskey from the desk, pouring it into a chipped crystal glass and sliding it across the surface. “It’s been several hundred years since I could appreciate a good whiskey as it was meant to be enjoyed,” Thrane mused, leaning back in Pollard’s old chair. “I’ve found that it doesn’t fully infuse into the blood in the same way. Pity.”

      The implied threat was not lost on Pollard. He ignored it and sipped the whiskey, taking small comfort where he could.

      “How may I be of service?” Pollard asked. He could not allow his pride to get in the way of the longer game he played and the ultimate prize at its end. I wouldn’t be the first man to survive humiliation and emerge with a crown, he thought. And I’ll be damned if I’ll let that fall to someone else. Quillarth Castle is worth bending my knee.

      “I’ve called together the former members of the council, the ones sympathetic to our cause,” Thrane said, toying with a small, smooth onyx sphere he kept on the desk, rolling it back and forth between his fingers.

      “They have gathered their broods – their extended get – and are sworn to support us,” Thrane continued. The now-disbanded Elder Council included some of the oldest talishte on the Continent. The number of people they had turned during their long existence would be large, and the extended get would be substantial.

      So many, Pollard thought, and yet not sufficient to overthrow armies without mortal help.

      “Our space here at Solsiden is limited for such a large gathering,” Pollard warned. The usable space of the ruined manor house was already fully occupied, and the only thing worse than the present situation, in Pollard’s mind, would be being overrun by dozens – perhaps hundreds – of additional talishte.

      Thrane chuckled, a cold, mirthless sound. “I have no desire to host them on my lands,” he said, and his casual declaration of ownership over the holdings Pollard had claimed for himself was a calculated barb. “Calling attention to our numbers at this point would be unwise, and the number of mortals needed to slake our thirst would place too high a strain on the surrounding area. People would notice. That kind of threat would not be ignored. We are still… vulnerable.”

      For all of Thrane’s arrogance, and in spite of his inhuman speed and strength, the talishte were still prisoners of their Dark Gift during daylight. Only the oldest could recover from any significant exposure to the sun, and while it was light outside, their strength and other abilities waned. During their enforced rest, they were relatively easy prey should substantial numbers of mortals launch an effort to exterminate them. Such purges had been devastatingly effective in the past. It was wise of Thrane to remember that.

      “The army continues to grow,” Pollard replied. “Our forces should equal McFadden’s soon.”

      Thrane made a dismissive gesture. “Equal is not sufficient. He still has allies. Traher Voss’s mercenaries are a powerful fighting force. The Solveigs remain in control of their lands and their army. And with things as they are, there’s little profit tilling the land or working a trade. That leaves men to be recruited – or pressed – into service on both sides. We have work to do.”

      “Agreed,” Pollard said. Talishte could not lead armies in daylight, nor could they win the allegiance of those soldiers, and they would never win the acceptance of the mortal population as king. Those realities were why Thrane still needed Pollard and Hennoch. Pollard suspected Thrane’s frustration over that truth spurred his more spiteful efforts to humiliate both men. It was the only true power Pollard had, and he intended to use it carefully.

      “You’ve been very useful to me,” Thrane said. It was as close to praise as he was likely to come. “And you can make yourself more so in the weeks to come. We will have new allies, and it’s important we keep an eye on them to ensure their loyalty and make certain their goals align with ours.” Thrane’s smile was cold. “I can’t think of anyone better at subterfuge than you,” he added, a left-handed compliment to be sure, but any acknowledgment from Thrane came dearly. “I’ll want you to suss them out, make sure they are keeping to their bargain.” He paused for effect. “You’ve suffered much on Reese’s account. Continue as you have been, and when all is settled, you’ll have your share of the spoils.”

      That was Thrane, Pollard thought. Faint praise and damnation in one package. It was so like him to hold out the prize, just beyond reach, to ensure compliance. Pollard hated Thrane for his manipulation as much as he hated himself for being Thrane’s willing victim.

      “Do you have orders for the mages?” Pollard asked, changing the subject.

      Thrane leaned back in his chair as he thought. “How are they progressing?”

      Pollard was certain that Thrane had a general idea through the talishte guards he had posted on every one of the mage workshops. Still, Pollard gathered that what would be read through the kruvgaldur, at least at a distance, was not complete. A small, carefully hidden, part of himself noted that with hope.

      Taking blood from someone once or only occasionally makes a very light kruvgaldur, Pollard thought, confirming his suspicions. It gives Thrane influence, but he doesn’t get all the details from their thoughts without more blood. Perhaps it takes multiple, frequent, deeper ‘readings’ to tie the bond as tightly as Reese has bound me to him. Interesting – and promising.

      “We’ve seeded the mages throughout our holdings, and secured their workshops with walls and guards,” Pollard replied. “McFadden’s efforts at Mirdalur have changed the equation once more,” he added with distaste. “He found a way to broaden the anchor, spread it among thirteen Lords of the Blood once again. That stabilizes the power, though I’m told it still has differences from what it was before the Cataclysm.”

      Thrane shrugged. “The details don’t concern me. What have you learned about the power of this ‘new’ magic?”

      “It’s only been a few weeks,” Pollard replied. “The mages are still working with it, adjusting to what they call the ‘currents’ of the power. But they’re confident that the new anchoring makes the magic stable.” He paused. “That should save us a few incinerated mages.”

      “McFadden will hesitate to use the same kind of battle magic that brought the Great Fire,” Thrane said. “We can’t afford such qualms. Make sure the mages know I place a priority on any magic that can be used as an effective weapon.”

      “Except for the necromancers you ordered executed,” Pollard said, his voice carefully neutral.

      Thrane’s expression grew shadowed. “I will not permit a necromancer to live. I don’t care how skilled they are. That will not, cannot, be allowed.”

      Again, Pollard felt a flicker of hope deep inside. Talishte were not invulnerable. Sunlight, a stake to the heart for those young in the Dark Gift, a severed head for those with more power, all were effective ways to destroy even the most powerful talishte. And necromancy, magic that gave the wielder control over the soul and the ability to control the dead, was one of the few things men like Thrane had reason to fear.

      “As you wish, m’lord. We’ve killed two such mages so far. We will be watchful for others,” Pollard replied. He paused. “May I ask – what is your next priority?”

      Thrane smiled. It was a terrifying expression, absent of mirth, full of malice. “My next priority is to take my blood-son back from the traitors who have imprisoned him. I intend to rescue Reese, and to make Lanyon Penhallow pay dearly for it.”
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      Not for the first time, Vedran Pollard found himself wondering if the gods had cursed him by not allowing him to die in battle. Looking at Hennoch’s weary expression, Pollard wondered if they both were thinking the same thing.

      “If you can’t find recruits to replace the dead soldiers, conscript them. We need to be able to field an army against McFadden and his allies,” Pollard ordered ill-temperedly.

      Larksa Hennoch met Pollard’s gaze evenly, unfazed by Pollard’s increasingly foul mood after having dealt with Thrane and come out alive. “Conscripts are more trouble than they’re worth, m’lord,” he replied. “For every conscript, it takes a second soldier watching to ensure they don’t hare off as soon as we’re not looking. Conscripts desert when we go to battle, and executing them lowers morale.”

      “Then raise the dead. Hex the living. I don’t care so long as we replace the men we’ve lost and have an army that can fight when the battle comes to us again,” Pollard snapped.

      “We’ve taken on the soldiers who survived from Rostivan’s and Lysander’s troops,” Hennoch replied. “All told, a few hundred, though I imagine some of them ran from the rear lines during the worst of the battle and that’s how they saved their necks.”

      Pollard shrugged. “Prudence isn’t always cowardice. Rostivan and Lysander were thoroughly routed. Keep looking for survivors. The offer of regular meals and tents to sleep in should be a potent inducement, given the state of the countryside.”

      Hennoch gave a bitter laugh. “They don’t mind the food and the shelter. It’s the fighting and the dying that gives them pause.”

      “Whatever it takes to raise an army,” Pollard emphasized. “Lysander was using mercenaries from Meroven. If you can speak their bloody language, I have no qualms about hiring them.”

      Hennoch gave him a skeptical look. “What can we promise them? We’ve got precious little gold, and there’s nothing to spend it on. There’s no food to spare, or whiskey or ale to trade —”

      “Find out what they want, and make a deal,” Pollard cut him off. “McFadden’s allies still have armies. They’ll come after us soon enough, and I have no desire to fight a defensive war.”

      “What of the biters?” Hennoch asked, with a quick glance over his shoulder. It was nearly noon, broad daylight, and the talishte, including Thrane, were asleep wherever they had gone to ground.

      “Don’t worry, he can’t sense your thoughts during daylight. Though trust me, if you think of betraying him or going against his wishes, he will know when he wakes,” Pollard assured him. “For all their strengths, talishte have limits. They can’t fight in daylight,” Pollard replied. “And while they’re powerful, there aren’t legions of them, thank the gods.”

      “They helped make a route of the battle with Lysander, so I hear from the survivors,” Hennoch observed. “Snatching the officers from their horses, lifting them up in the air and twisting off their heads – quite an impressive show.”

      “They’re a strike force, one with a very good ‘show,’ as you put it,” Pollard replied. “But they’re no replacement for a proper army. We need to turn that situation around before it’s our heads on pikes and our rotting guts in the gibbets.”

      Hennoch’s expression made it clear that he had reasoned out the consequences. “Since you mentioned it, you might be interested that we’re hearing rumors about Meroven,” he said. “Someone may have beat us to the punch. There’s talk that the raiding squads coming across the border aren’t foragers: They’re spies and mercenaries.”

      “For whom?” Pollard moved over to stand by the window, looking out from Solsiden’s parlor over the once-fine lawns that had been converted to a military campground. The sympathetic wounds from Reese crippled him. Layered on top of his own battle wounds, they were mementos from too many conflicts, reminders that he was not as young as he used to be.

      Vedran Pollard was in his early fifties. His hair had gone gray when he was still a young man, but he hoped it added a touch of dignity instead of making him look as old as he felt. Dignity had been in short supply of late. Once, before the Great Fire, he had been one of King Merrill’s nobles, a minor noble house to be sure, but still privileged. As a bastard son of his mother’s, he had still inherited the manor by dint of being the last heir alive, but when the magic failed, he learned that the interrupted paternal bloodline meant he was not one of the Lords of the Blood.

      His own manor house had burned in the Cataclysm, and so he had taken Solsiden, the late Lord Arvo’s home, for his headquarters. He and Pentreath Reese had wielded a formidable army in the early days of the Aftermath, with grand designs on claiming a kingdom for themselves from the ruins. Then it had all gone so wrong. McFadden had returned from exile, not only alive but bent on restoring magic and gathering the Lords of the Blood. With his allies, McFadden had beaten Pollard’s forces at the Battle of Valshoa, and re-anchored the magic.

      Reese had been censured by the Elder Council, the ruling body of the talishte, and imprisoned for fifty years with tortures only an immortal undead could endure. Bound to his talishte master through a blood bond, the kruvgaldur, Reese’s wounds had appeared in sympathetic fashion on Pollard’s body, growing increasingly debilitating. And to make it all worse, after a second, humiliating defeat at the Battle of the Northern Plains, Reese’s maker Thrane had shown up with demands of his own that were both impossible to ignore and equally impossible to fulfill.

      “Warlords,” Hennoch said. “Is it so difficult to imagine that Meroven has been trying to pick itself up from the ashes just as we have? That they’re battling to see whose army is triumphant and who will rule? And when they’ve sorted that out among themselves, what’s not to say they might take a look over the border and decide to grab some land or take whatever they can carry?”

      Pollard shifted his position. Whatever had been done to Reese in his imprisonment bore out in the wounds to Pollard’s body. A deep, raw sore directly over Pollard’s heart resisted even the healer’s magic, seeping and festering. Red pinpricks all over Pollard’s body itched ceaselessly and maddeningly, and in his dreams, his master’s screams kept him from sound rest. Bloody scratches on both wrists marked where Reese was bound with rope soaked in poison. Only whiskey gave Pollard a measure of peace.

      “Rumors. Tales. I need facts,” Pollard said. “How many warlords? What’s their troop strength? And these marauders – are they raiders or can they be hired with some confidence of at least as much loyalty as coin will buy?”

      “Good questions all, m’lord,” Hennoch replied. “But I don’t have answers for you.” Hennoch had served King Merrill before the Cataclysm and, in the devastation afterward, gathered a small army to carve out a piece of the ruined countryside for himself. Pollard had worked to secure his loyalty, but now with the bond to Thrane their fates were inextricably bound together, whether Hennoch fully realized it or not.

      “Well, get them.” Pollard’s mood was darker than usual this morning. He had slept little the night before. Reese’s screams sounded more frantic of late, not mere nightmares but echoes across distance through the kruvgaldur bond of what torment his master endured in his imprisonment.

      “Thrane’s got plans, and they involve winning,” he added. “For that, we need an army and all the intelligence we can get about what’s going on out there. We have problems enough without a new force coming in from Meroven.”
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