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      “Magister. Er, that is, Archmagister.” Wulfric frowned. “Do I still call you Archmagister, even though you aren’t the archmagister here?”

      The trivial question contradicted the urgency with which the young magister had tripped into the room, but Erietta had grown accustomed to how easily distracted he was. “I’m not sure it matters. It’s probably easiest if you just call me Erietta. Is something wrong?”

      Wulfric tugged at his ear. “I suppose there might be. I was told to hurry, but I don’t know whether that’s because there’s an emergency, or because hurrying is the polite thing to do, with the king.”

      “The king?” Erietta’s heart jumped as her mind automatically conjured an image of Wardin. But that was silly. Of course Wardin couldn’t be here. And he was not the king to this Dord. She cleared her throat. “The king is here?”

      “They just arrived. The queen too, and Commander Restan. The commander ordered me to fetch you right away.”

      “Well then, we’d best not keep them waiting.” Erietta rose from her chair and stacked the books she’d been studying, but didn’t take the time to put them away. She wanted to come back to them later anyway. As soon as she could, in fact. Iver’s interruption was a bit inconvenient.

      “They’re in a study room up above,” Wulfric said as he led her out of the library. “The archmagister—the other archmagister, that is—tried to put them in the great hall, and see to some refreshments for them, but they said they wanted someplace quieter. They wouldn’t even let the archmagister stay. Said they wanted to speak with you alone.”

      Erietta frowned, puzzled by this need for privacy. She’d assumed this was just another of Iver’s frequent visits to check on his new magistery, but perhaps there was some emergency, after all.

      Her sense of foreboding only increased when Wulfric brought her to the top of the north tower. It was quiet here, all right, but with good reason. It was the coldest part of the castle, and the dreariest. Cold and dreary were not the sort of conditions Iver favored.

      At the very least, it was bad news, if Restan’s grim face was any indication. They found him pacing in the corridor outside the study room. He gave Erietta only a brief nod in greeting.

      “See to it that we’re not disturbed,” he said to Wulfric. “It would be best to keep the entire tower clear for now. I assume you don’t have any desperate need of it?”

      “No, Commander, I’m sure we don’t. I’ll tell the archmagister.”

      Restan watched as Wulfric departed, then paused to listen to the magister’s footsteps descending the stairs before ushering Erietta into the room. “Can you cast a spell so we can’t be overheard?”

      Erietta raised her brows, but he offered no further explanation. “Certainly, if you give me a moment.”

      Despite what appeared to be grave circumstances, Erietta almost smiled at the sight of Iver and Lira sitting, stiff and straight-backed, in the hard wooden chairs arranged around the table. The accommodations here were nowhere near the level of luxury the king and queen were used to at their palace in Virgardin.

      But this was clearly no time to tease them about it. Erietta curtsied and returned their perfunctory greetings before casting her spell to seal the room. When she finished, she took a seat and came straight to the point. “What’s wrong?”

      It was Restan who answered, his voice low and weary as he sat down beside Erietta. “There has been an attempt on the king’s life. Poison. He was saved only by a confusion of bottles.”

      “A confusion that meant my cousin got the whiskey meant for me.” Iver swallowed, his jaw hard and furious. “And paid the price meant for me, as well. My first cousin. A member of my house.”

      Erietta’s mouth dropped open. “This happened at the palace?”

      This went beyond the scandal that surrounded any attempt to assassinate a monarch. It shouldn’t have been possible at all. The royal family was protected by the magic of the land around them. As she understood it, no member of their house had ever died from anything other than natural causes while on Dordrine soil.

      Iver nodded, once. “That’s why we’re here.”

      “I’ve already put the children on a ship to Aldarine, to stay with my brother until we can sort all of this out,” Lira said. She looked exhausted, her normally lively eyes sunken and shadowed. “We have to assume that Virgardin isn’t safe for any of us. Not because of the crime of one man, but because of what it might mean, that he was able to commit it.”

      “You think it’s because of the magistery?” Erietta glanced apprehensively around, for a moment taken by the fanciful fear that the place would tumble down around them. Until they’d opened this magistery, the Dords had had no magic of their own. Having no wish to invite retribution from the land that had always claimed the sole right to that power, they established the place in a dead, cold plateau far in the north, in otherwise uninhabited and largely uncharted territory. But Erietta still worried that its existence might yet rouse the ire of the civilized land to the south.

      In fact, she had come to Dordrin to study that very concern. Or so she told herself, in all but her most honest moments. That she was also avoiding Wardin, at least until she knew the answer to a question she wasn’t ready to hear, was not a reason she cared to dwell on.

      The safety of the magistery, on the other hand, was foremost in her mind. It held a third of Pendralyn’s books, treasures she’d been charged with guarding. As far as she was concerned, it was as much her duty to protect them in Dordrin as it was in Eyrdon.

      “We had the same thought at first,” said Restan. “But then we were attacked a second time, on the river, while we were taking the prince and princesses out of the city. Someone shooting a bow from a window. Or many someones, and many windows. It was difficult to be precise.”

      “There was only so much the guards could do, when they didn’t know exactly where the arrows were coming from,” Iver said. “And there were a great many arrows. Things might have gone badly for us, but the current sped up at that moment, for no natural reason, and carried our barge out of range.”

      “I’ve never seen the river move like that,” Lira added. “Magic is the only explanation. The land hasn’t withdrawn its protection from us.”

      Erietta frowned. “So someone managed to overpower that protection, at least temporarily. In the palace, no less. Has anything like that ever happened before?”

      “No,” Restan said. “Which brings us to the reason we came to the greatest scholar of magic we know. It would seem that despite our defiance, we have the land’s continued approval. Perhaps that’s because it needs champions. Someone has just bested it.”

      Iver leaned forward and rapped his knuckles on the table. “We need you to help us find out who. And how to stop them.”
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      The construction of Dordrin’s sole magistery had involved building only stables, kennels, and a large greenhouse. The rest of the work had been repairs to the main building, an enormous, sprawling castle that once served as a monastery. Cairdarin had no such places, but Erietta gathered that they were a sort of combination of magistery—minus the magic—and shrine. Priests had lived and studied there, apparently viewing the isolation and harsh conditions as cleansing to the soul.

      The place had been abandoned two generations before, but the monks, as they were called, left some things behind. Including books. It was the volumes that had survived the damp and neglect well enough to remain legible that Erietta was studying, trying to determine the reasons for the land’s exclusive claim to magic, and what the consequences for encroaching on that claim might be.

      It was difficult, of course, to separate history from legend, legend from myth. Such was always the case when it came to stories of the deities and the ancient days when they’d walked the earth. It was especially so here, strewn as the tales were with the fantastical and almost certainly impossible. Erietta routinely found accounts of dryads, water sprites, even animals with the power of speech. To say nothing of the Dordrine obsession with dragons of all sorts.

      She finally found something—or the suggestion of something—when she sat up late into the night of Iver’s arrival, poring over the ancient texts she’d found that morning. These were not books of history, but of religion, written by the earliest monks to inhabit the castle. They contained mainly prayers, songs, and poems, along with the occasional journal of daily worship and vague references to rituals.

      They made for painfully slow reading. Erietta’s command of the Dordrine language was still tenuous, and many of the pages were faded and worn. A few actually began to crumble between her fingers as she turned them, despite the spell she cast to keep her touch as light as possible.

      “Someone really ought to copy these, before they’re lost forever,” she muttered over one particularly delicate volume. “I’ll have to close this one, or I’ll damage it beyond rep— Eyrdri’s teeth!”

      After reading the line that inspired this outburst three more times to be sure she was translating it correctly, Erietta set the book gently on the table, then stood with considerably greater force. She stalked out of the library, down several corridors and up two flights of stairs, to the chambers where the king and queen were staying.

      It took quite some time—and no small number of rather inappropriate words—to convince the guards to allow her to see them at such a late hour, but Erietta refused to be put off. At last she was ushered into a small antechamber. Iver and Lira both emerged a few minutes later, looking tired but concerned.

      “What is it?” Iver asked.

      “Stravna.” Erietta crossed her arms. “I’ll concede that I struggle with many of your words, but I know that one.”

      Iver said nothing, but a spark of recognition in his eyes confirmed her suspicions.

      “Punishment.” Lira frowned. “You think whoever tried to kill Iver was punishing him for something?”

      “I think Dordan was punishing him for something,” said Erietta, referring to the Dordrine deity. “Punishing all of you. Or at least, that’s what the monks thought. According to them, the Dords practiced magic once, long ago. Dordan took it away. As stravna.”

      “For what?” Lira looked from Erietta to her husband and back again.

      “I don’t know. It was part of a long song, but the page was faded and stained, and I could only make out a few lines.” Erietta glared at Iver. “Perhaps the king can tell us.”

      “How should I know?” Iver smiled and leaned back against the wall, suppressing a yawn. “I’m not as old as all that, you know.”

      Erietta narrowed her eyes at him. “But you knew. I can see it in your face, so don’t bother to lie. You knew it wasn’t that Dordan simply couldn’t be bothered to give you magic. He did give it to you. And then he took it back. For a reason.”

      “I’ve heard that said, yes.” Iver dismissed this revelation with a wave. “But I’ve never heard why, and in any case, that’s all ancient history. If it’s even history at all, and not some child’s tale meant to make us content to have no magic. I didn’t tell you because it’s irrelevant.”

      “You didn’t tell me because you knew I would never entrust my books to you if I thought they might be subjected to divine retribution!” Erietta jabbed a finger at him. “You deceived me. You made our bargain under false pretenses, and you tricked me into putting those books in danger.”

      “A bargain that gave you your kingdom and your magic back, if you’ll recall.” Iver sniffed. “I won’t feel guilty for using that same bargain to bring our magic back, as well. And honestly, divine retribution? You sound like a nursery maid. In truth, I’m not convinced that Dordan still pays us any mind at all. But if he does, he obviously isn’t angry. The river protected us, remember?”

      “That isn’t the point,” said Erietta.

      “What is the point, then?” Iver raised a brow, his expression infuriatingly amused. “Surely you didn’t rouse me in the middle of the night merely to scold me?”

      “As a matter of fact, I did it mostly to scold you.” Erietta sighed when Iver only laughed, and took a moment to calm herself. Temper would not serve her now. Whether she chose to blame Iver’s omission, or her own poor judgment, the books were here in Dordrin. And now, some unknown danger was here as well. They had to focus forward, on protecting all their interests.

      “The attempt on your life suggests that you aren’t the only one who’s found a way to use magic again,” she said. “And perhaps your deity has forgiven you for it. Or perhaps you’re right, and he doesn’t care anymore. But once upon a time, Dordan did care, so much that he took it all away. Not just some of it, and not just from a few offenders, but from everyone, entirely. That’s a rather extreme measure, wouldn’t you say? Whatever magic his people were practicing to call down such a punishment, it must have been powerful, and it must have been dangerous.”

      Iver’s jaw tightened, and his eyes sobered at last. “And now it’s returned.”

      “It’s just a guess,” Erietta said with a shrug. “But I think it’s a good one. The order of things here is Dordan’s order. The land’s magic is his magic. A deity’s magic. And your would-be assassin was powerful enough to overcome it.”

      “We ought to talk to Laken.” Lira looked at Iver. “You didn’t choose him for archmagister because he had some talent for magic, you chose him because he was the most learned person you could find to take the job. If anyone can tell us more about this legend, surely it’s him.”

      “We’ll have breakfast with him in the morning,” Iver said with a short nod. “In the meanwhile, Erietta, if you would be so good as to let us get some sleep?”

      Erietta took her leave, hoping for some much needed rest herself. But she slept only fitfully, dreaming of robed monks performing dark rituals.

      In the morning she found herself once again in the austere room in the north tower, now made even more cramped by the addition of Archmagister Laken and several platters of food.

      Restan gestured for Erietta to take the seat between him and Laken. “I hear you annoyed the king last night,” he murmured as he pushed the bread board toward her.

      Erietta glanced at Iver, who was deep in conversation with his wife, and snorted. “By waking him, or by accusing him of keeping things from me?” She cut off a hunk of bread and began spreading it with the thick goat cheese favored by the magistery residents. Likely because goats were the only livestock that could abide this wilderness.

      “Both, I imagine. He summarized your conversation for us before you arrived. Sounds like you’ve made our mystery more complicated rather than less.”

      “I didn’t make your mystery at all. I’m merely trying to help you solve it.”

      “For which we are grateful,” Laken said with a gummy smile. “Would you like some tea?”

      Seeing his wrist begin to tremble under the weight of the pitcher he held up, Erietta hurried to take it. The archmagister seemed old enough to have written some of the books she was studying himself. “Thank you. I have the book with me, Archmagister, if you’d like to see the passage in question.”

      “That would be a good start,” Iver broke in. “And while he’s doing so, would you kindly seal the room again?”

      Erietta did as she was asked, then waited while Laken bent, squint-eyed, over the open book. After several minutes of silence, he closed it, then slowly wrapped it in a soft cloth, followed by a piece of supple leather. “This is nearly as close to falling apart as I am.” He winked at Erietta. “I think we’d best put it safely away now. It’s told us all it can.”

      “Which is not very much, I’m sorry to say,” Erietta said. “Can you elaborate at all for us?”

      “Not from anything I’ve learned through conventional means.” Laken scratched behind his ear. “I’m afraid my many years as an adept never went so far as to explain why Dordan ordered things as he did. Who can know the mind of a deity? One of his priests might come a bit closer.”

      “I’ve already sent for one from the nearest shrine,” said Iver. “But it will take him several days to get here.”

      “Hm.” For a few moments, Laken’s eyes went glassy as he drank his tea. “The best I can offer you in the meanwhile is an old tale my grandmother used to tell when I was a boy, to scare me off sneaking out after dark. I enjoyed catching fireflies, you see.”

      “As did I,” Erietta said with a smile. “What tale was that?”

      “I couldn’t tell you his name. My grandmother only referred to him as …” He frowned, then nodded at the queen. “The Cutting Man is as close as I can come, in Caird. Hid in shadows, slaughtered children with an axe, ate them. The usual deeds you’d expect of a monster. But the reason it comes to mind is, this wasn’t a monster. The Cutting Man was a deity. A dark one, who came to Dordrin in the ancient days to challenge Dordan’s dominion here. Dordan defeated him and put him in some sort of dormant state, far away where he could do no more harm.”

      Laken held up a finger. “But while he was at the height of his power, Grandmother would say, the Cutting Man had powerful followers. Priests of his own, who were still among us, biding their time. So if the Cutting Man himself didn’t catch me, they might, so they could bring me to him as a sacrifice.”

      “Biding their time for what?” Restan’s face was entirely serious, as though he were hearing a true account of events that had happened yesterday, rather than a legend meant to make children behave.

      “As Grandmother told it, the Cutting Man would return one day. After he’d eaten enough children to regain his strength, of course. And that would be a dark day for Dordrin. She said the Cutting Man was the only being Dordan ever feared, and if a deity was afraid of him, I could be sure I ought to be.”

      A wheezing laugh escaped Laken’s chapped lips. “As I said, it was a story meant to keep me inside. But it does bear a strong resemblance to what you’re looking for. A returning evil, a challenge to Dordan. Perhaps there’s something useful buried in it.”

      He shrugged as he refilled his cup. “I don’t put much faith in any of the stories about deities, myself, though you needn’t tell the priest I said so when he gets here. My grandmother needed a monster to keep me where I ought to be. We need myths of all sorts, for much the same reason.”

      “Perhaps.” Erietta pulled the bread board toward her again. “But I had some, shall we say, unusual experiences just last year, at a spot sacred to our deity, Eyrdri. I don’t think I’d dismiss any legend out of hand anymore.”

      “Ah, well.” Laken waved a hand. “You Raths are always believers, if our histories tell your stories right. Never met a myth you didn’t think was about you.”

      Erietta coughed, unable to keep the laugh out of it. “You’re mistaken, Archmagister. I’m not a Rath. My king is, though, and I’m not sure he would disagree with your assessment.”

      “No? Not a Rath?” Laken gave her a look that was jarringly, inexplicably cutting.

      (the Cutting Man)

      Suddenly warm in the chilly room, Erietta lowered her gaze and began slicing the bread.

      “Not even in your heart?” he asked softly.

      Erietta’s hand slipped, and the knife slashed her finger. She swore and yanked her hand away, wrapping it in a napkin and squeezing it to stop the bleeding.

      Restan let out a booming laugh that suggested he understood the cause of her twitchiness, while Lira’s smile said the same. Iver, however, looked uncharacteristically serious. And impatient.

      “My apologies, Majesties.” Erietta elbowed Restan to stop his quaking. “I believe I’ve ruined your bread.”

      “No matter.” Iver stood. “We’re finished here, I think. Even if there is a kernel of truth in this Cutting Man story, we won’t get to it with nothing but Laken’s grandmother to guide us. Perhaps the priest can do better. Until he gets here, keep studying the books.”

      “Assuming you can keep from bleeding on them,” Restan added.

      “Laken, perhaps you can help her,” Iver went on, ignoring his seneschal’s teasing. “Restan, we will be spending the day making more mundane plans for our security and defense. I don’t wish to be kept from my children—or my home—for any longer than necessary. This cowering doesn’t suit me.”

      Lira stayed behind after the others left the room, to help Erietta tie the napkin around her finger. “It’s bleeding a lot,” the queen said.

      “It’s deeper than I’d have thought,” said Erietta. “But it’ll mend.”

      “I hope you’ll forgive Iver the loss of his good humor. This attack has shaken him badly, I’m afraid.”

      “I don’t blame him.” Erietta smiled sadly. “It’s a bit disconcerting, when the impossible suddenly becomes possible.”

      Lira gestured around her. “But sometimes that can be a good thing. Here we are, inside an impossible magistery, with Dords doing impossible magic.”

      Erietta bit her lip and looked down at the table. Laken had taken the book with him. “But perhaps it came at a cost.”

      “All good things do.” Lira cocked her head to one side and nodded down at Erietta’s hand. “That was more than just the teasing about which house—or which king—you belong to, wasn’t it? Something else disturbed you.”

      “Perhaps. Or perhaps I’m just on edge in general. We all are.” Erietta cleared her throat. “How well do you know Laken?”

      “Not well at all. I know he was an adept for most of his life, and worked in Virgardin for many years. They say he’s very wise, although it seems to me that age is addling him a bit. Iver knows more. Why do you ask?”

      “That’s just it.” Erietta rubbed the back of her neck. “I’m not sure he is addled. Or at least, I wonder if perhaps he wants us to think he’s more addled than he is. You say he was teasing about my house, but the look he gave me didn’t look like teasing. It looked like an attack. Like he was springing a trap.”

      She half expected Lira to laugh and call her mad, but the queen only frowned thoughtfully. “What sort of trap?”

      “I can’t imagine,” Erietta said honestly. “But that look, it was like a mask coming off. Which would mean there is usually a mask on, if you take my meaning.”

      “I do. I can’t imagine why Laken would want to goad you, either. But I trust your judgment, and I trust very little these days. Perhaps we should have him watched. Discreetly.”

      “We could ask one of the magisters to keep an eye on him. That will be more subtle than any of us doing it.”

      “Are any of your own magisters from Pendralyn with you?”

      “No. Joan was here, but unfortunately her brother died, and she was needed at home to care for her nephews.” Erietta tapped her chin, considering. “I’ll ask Wulfric,” she said at last. “He’s a bit scatterbrained, which is not ideal for this task, but I’m certain I can trust him.”

      “All right,” Lira said with a nod. “And there’s no need to tell Iver about it. He hardly needs another worry.”

      “No, particularly not one I can’t even define. It’s only an instinct, and likely a mad one at that.”

      Lira started for the door, then hesitated and turned back. “Speaking of mad, undefined instincts, perhaps it really is the Cutting Man who’s after us. Because I can’t seem to escape the feeling that we’re being stalked by a monster. A true monster, I mean, something inhuman. I felt it when I put my son and daughters on that ship. Like something’s eyes were on us. And I feel it again here, stronger than ever.”

      “Then we’ll flush it out.” Erietta crossed her arms, keeping her still-bleeding finger elevated above the rest. “If something is looking at us, we’ll look right back at it.”
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      “Well, you’re the one who claims to be irresistible to women. What do you suggest?”

      Arun considered the question for a long moment, staring at the rolling hills ahead of them as though they held the answer. “This is beyond my skill,” he said finally. “No woman has ever refused me before.”

      Wardin snorted and looked over his shoulder. “Where are the hounds?”

      “Trotting alongside Awly, no doubt. He throws them bits of sausage all day long.”

      “No, they aren’t there.” Wardin squinted back at his guards and the handful of magisters who were coming to assist Arun with the new magistery at Narinore. It seemed he never traveled with less than two dozen companions anymore. “Perhaps Awly ran out of sausage, and they went off hunting.”

      He turned to look ahead again, at the expanse of lush green made by the spring rains. They’d left the mountains behind now. They’d get to Narinore sometime tomorrow.

      Wardin had expected—or at least hoped—to return sooner, and with Erietta at his side rather than Arun. Instead Erietta had left for Dordrin weeks ago, insisting that Iver needed her help with his magistery, and that she wanted to study some of the books he’d taken. Wardin had lingered on at Pendralyn until Arun was ready to come east with him. He was in no rush to get back to Pate’s nagging about a marriage alliance.

      But he couldn’t hide at the magistery forever. And he no longer had any real excuse to refuse to consider potential brides. He was the last of two great and noble houses, and had been a king for nearly a year. There was no question that he’d have to marry and get on with producing an heir, probably sooner rather than later.

      And Erietta wouldn’t have him.

      Not that she’d said no, exactly. But that was only because she had refused to let Wardin ask the question. As soon as she realized the direction the conversation was taking, she cut him off and changed the subject. On three separate occasions. When Wardin proved impervious to the hint, she made her excuses and fled for Dordrin.

      “It’s not you she doesn’t want to marry, you know,” Arun offered. “She doesn’t want to marry the King of Eyrdon.”

      “As I am the King of Eyrdon, that distinction isn’t very comforting.”

      “You can’t blame her for hesitating. Our bloodline is common. There would be people who wouldn’t accept her.”

      “What people?” Wardin waved away these imaginary specters of intolerance. “She’s the Archmagister of Pendralyn. And everyone loves her.”

      “Not everyone. Pate would fly into a rage if you married her. You know he would. She knows he would.”

      “I’m hardly going to let Pate decide my future. And neither should she.”

      Arun sighed and shrugged. “It’s a lot of pressure, being a queen. She wasn’t born or raised to it.”

      “I wasn’t raised to it either, for most of my life,” Wardin pointed out. “And I’m not particularly skilled at it. We both know I couldn’t manage without the two of you.”

      “But it’s in your blood. It isn’t in hers, and more to the point, she’s not sure she wants it to be. Even being archmagister is a lot of responsibility, and we aren’t exactly grayhairs, are we? I suspect she’d like to carry less weight, not more. It changed her, that bit of adventure she got last year, being your emissary to Dordrin and all.”

      “If it’s travel and adventure she wants, there’s plenty of that in being a monarch. Or I’m sure there will be. I just haven’t gotten to that part yet.” In truth, the concerns that took up most of Wardin’s time weren’t of the glamorous sort. He had more than enough to do, restoring order after the war and Tobin’s disastrous rule, settling disputes, maintaining roads and strongholds, building three new magisteries across Eyrdon. The latter, at least, he’d mostly delegated to Arun.

      “If you were anyone else, War, a magister or something, you know things would be different,” Arun said. “You wouldn’t even have to ask. Etta would probably just casually mention at breakfast one morning that the two of you were getting married, and that would be that.”

      Wardin didn’t answer; once again, his friend’s words offered no comfort. Though he’d never have admitted it aloud, even to Arun, there were times when he wished he were a magister at Pendralyn. Spending his days teaching, learning, perhaps developing new magic. Free of the responsibilities of leadership. Free of the secret knowledge that when it came down to it, he was no more worthy of his crown than any other man. He hardly needed Erietta’s rejection to make such daydreams more tempting.

      His increasingly gloomy thoughts were interrupted by the chilling howl of a blackhound. It ended abruptly in a harsh yelp, followed by a string of barks and bays.

      Without a word to one another, Wardin and Arun wheeled their horses around and took off at a gallop toward the sound, northward up a gently wooded hillside. Several of the king’s guards, led by Quinn, followed while the rest of the party circled around their supply wagon and waited.

      Wardin’s heart thudded in his ears as another howl tore through the air. They didn’t have to go far before they found Rowena huddled among the pines, whining over Hawthorn and licking the other hound’s side.

      With a cry, Arun jumped from his horse and rushed to kneel before the dogs, Wardin close behind him. At the sound of Arun’s voice, Hawthorn thrashed and tried to get to his feet, only to fall again.

      While Arun busied himself with Hawthorn, Wardin frantically checked over Rowena, though it was difficult with her so agitated. She had no obvious wounds, but she was shaking, and her jaws and jowls were bloody—with more than just Hawthorn’s blood, Wardin suspected.

      More concerning than who or what she’d attacked was who or what had attacked them. There was a deep gash along Hawthorn’s side, and the hound’s leg was twisted, clearly broken.

      “This was no fight with an animal.” Arun swore, his face pale as he bent over the hound who was in truth as much his as Erietta’s. Perhaps more so. “This wound was made by a blade. A hunting knife, I’d guess.”

      Wardin’s stomach turned. “Get Awly!” he shouted to one of his guards.

      The man hurried back toward the road. They would need their party’s only other sage, and they would need him quickly. Arun wouldn’t have the skill to heal Hawthorn’s wounds. There was at least one broken bone, and blackhounds, being different from humans and innately magical besides, were tricky to heal.

      Wardin turned to Quinn next. “Whoever attacked them likely fled when they heard us coming.”

      The implied order was unnecessary. Two of his men were already studying the ground, and before long they were gone, tracking whoever had dared to commit such a crime.

      The penalty would be death. Even so, Wardin had learned to his horror that there were those who would risk it, now that blackhounds were being kept more openly in Eyrdon again. Blackhound blood and bone had powerful magical properties, and could fetch an exorbitant price among those who didn’t fear the curse of harming them.

      Awly arrived moments later, along with two contrivers to help track the hunters. But though the sage was able to stop Hawthorn’s bleeding, he couldn’t mend the broken leg.

      After several minutes of casting, he shook his head and sat back on his heels. “It’s not just the bone. The wound in his side is bad.”

      “What do you mean? The wound is healed.” Arun stroked Hawthorn’s head, and Wardin saw that his friend’s hand was shaking. He would not easily bear the loss of Hawthorn, if it came to that. Nor would Erietta or Rowena. Nor would Wardin himself, for that matter.

      “The wound is closed,” Awly corrected. “But I can tell there’s damage inside. I just can’t quite … get to it. It’s hard to explain. If it were a man with this same wound, I could heal it, but this is just different. It feels different. I’m not used to it.”

      “Helena is used to it.” Arun ran a hand through his hair. “We just need to get him well enough to move him back to Pendralyn. He can ride in the wagon.”

      “Good idea,” said Wardin. Helena hadn’t gone past her fourth year as a student, having never shown enough aptitude for any affinity to specialize, but she had a peculiar talent when it came to blackhounds. If anyone could heal Hawthorn, she could.

      But Awly shook his head. “I’ve done all I can. I don’t know anything else to cast.” He swallowed. “And I’m not sure he’ll make it through the night, much less back through the mountains.”

      Avoiding Arun’s stricken face, Wardin tried some herbs from his pack, and even managed to force a tonic down the hound’s throat. But still Hawthorn struggled for breath, his side heaving—more and more slowly with each passing second.

      “Wardin.” Arun said only the single word. There was no need for more. Wardin knew what his friend was asking. And he knew what it cost him to ask it.

      Arun despised conduction. Even feared it. If he had his way, Wardin would never practice it. Yet conduction could do what sage magic could not.

      Sage healing required precision, an exact understanding of the body, and the skill to heal particular, specific injuries. It was like repairing a wall; one couldn’t simply throw stones at it and hope they would find the gaps that needed filling on their own. Only the proper stones, properly placed, would do.

      Conduction was a different sort of magic, more like pouring water into a vessel. It would send pure life flowing into Hawthorn’s body, and that life would find the empty places within and fill them.

      But life couldn’t be created by a mortal man. It had to come from somewhere. Wardin had resolved that he would not steal from any unwilling creature, human or otherwise, except enemies in battle. Not even with Dragon’s Edge, which he didn’t carry under ordinary circumstances.

      He meant to keep his vow. But willing creatures were an entirely different matter. Wardin had developed his own brand of conduction, late in the war, one that was more about giving than stealing.

      And if that wasn’t enough, there were plenty of trees and bushes around. Though he disliked doing so on principle, Wardin would steal plant life if he had to.

      As for the personal toll, he would gladly pay that. His balance would likely be thrown off, and he would have no way of recovering it. He would have to avoid doing any magic, perhaps for a day or so. But he was hardly indispensable in that regard. If a situation that required magic should arise, there were other magicians in his party. In all honesty, most of them were better than he was.

      Wordlessly, Wardin nodded. Arun placed a hand on his shoulder. To Wardin’s surprise, Awly did the same. He looked at the young sage. “You understand what you’re agreeing to?”

      “I do,” Awly said. “It would seem this is the only way I can help. I trust you, Majesty.”

      Wardin swallowed, trying not to look frightened by that trust. He couldn’t waste time asking more questions, and he certainly couldn’t waste it hesitating. Hawthorn might not have much left.

      With a low whine, Rowena squeezed between Arun and Wardin, pressing herself to Wardin’s side. He would not take from her—her magic was too potent and too wild, and he was afraid he couldn’t control it—but she could lend him energy in her own way.

      Wardin closed his eyes and focused on the life of the men on either side of him, and his own, feeling the weight and breadth of it, taking its measure. When he was ready, he released his spell and sent some of it flowing into Hawthorn.

      He started with a trickle, working his way up to a steady stream, ready to stop himself when he felt it become too much for any of them. Or for his own balance. Thanks to Awly volunteering, none of them should have to lose too much. With luck, they wouldn’t suffer more than the need to rest a while afterward.

      At first, it seemed Wardin would have that luck. He hadn’t used conduction in quite some time, but he’d gotten skilled at it during his struggle for the throne, and it wasn’t something easily forgotten. The familiar power—at once painful and exhilarating—coursed through him. He felt his own life, and that of his companions, ebbing away. He felt Hawthorn accepting that life in turn.

      It was working. Wardin wouldn’t even have to kill any trees.

      And they call this dark magic.

      Then, without warning, all of it fell away. The energy, the life, the spell. Hawthorn, Arun, Awly. The world itself. Wardin opened his eyes. Everything that had been there when he’d closed them was gone.

      He was alone in the dark.
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        * * *

      

      “War? War!”

      Wardin blinked as Arun’s voice seemed to pierce through his temples. There was no need to shout. What was he shouting about?

      “Welcome back.” Arun’s tone was light, though his face was pale. “Where’d you go?”

      “To a cave,” Wardin said without hesitation. “It might have been under water. The rock was frozen. It was cold.”

      Arun crossed his arms and said nothing. Wardin blinked again, his thoughts as sluggish as the slow pulse in his ears. He and Arun were still kneeling, though Awly was on his feet beside Quinn. Rowena was licking Wardin’s cheek, and Hawthorn⁠—

      Hawthorn.

      With a start, Wardin looked more closely at the blackhound, who sat at Arun’s side, panting but in no obvious distress. “Is he …?”

      “Healed.” Arun gestured around them. “I should think so, after all that.”

      “All what?” Wardin glanced up. Then stared.

      The pines closest to them were gnarled and withered. One looked dangerously close to toppling over onto them. Its branches were charred, as black as shadow.

      Black as the demon.

      What demon?

      What …?

      Wardin shook his head, trying to clear the fog (the shadow) that had settled there. He had an intense but nameless sense of dread, as though he’d forgotten something important, something he should be preparing for, and the forgetting would harm them all. “I didn’t use the trees. I didn’t have to.”

      Arun cleared his throat and looked away, but not before Wardin saw the concern in his friend’s face. “It would seem you did.”

      “No. I didn’t do that. It must have been the⁠—”

      the demon

      “The what?” Arun looked back at him. “What happened, War?”

      “I was about to ask you the same thing.” Wardin took a deep breath and another look around. Nothing was quite familiar, as if his surroundings were things he’d read about but never seen. Even Arun and Rowena. Even himself. “Was I unconscious?”

      “No, I don’t think so. It seemed more like a trance of some sort. You healed Hawthorn, we let go of you, the spell was over. But you just went on kneeling there. Your eyes were open, but you couldn’t seem to see or hear us.”

      “For how long?”

      “Not long. Two or three minutes, perhaps?”

      Wardin rubbed his brows and tried to think through that lost time. He remembered releasing the spell, and feeling Hawthorn begin to heal. After that there was nothing. Darkness. And cold, hadn’t he just said it was cold? He couldn’t remember. He didn’t know where he’d gotten the idea of a cave from.

      “But there was a laugh!” he said aloud. A cutting, shattering laugh. Full of malice. “Someone was laughing.”

      “You were laughing,” said Arun. “You started right before you came around. That’s when I started yelling at you.”

      “No. It wasn’t me.” Wardin looked from Arun to Quinn and Awly, who still hadn’t spoken.

      Awly cleared his throat. “It was you, Majesty. I saw you.”

      “Did it sound like me?”

      “No,” Quinn said, with a firm shake of his head. “I’ve never heard you make a sound like that before.”

      Face unreadable, Arun stood, then extended a hand to help Wardin up. “It was good of you to use conduction to heal Hawthorn, knowing the risks. But I don’t think⁠—”

      “And here we are again.” Wardin rolled his eyes as he got to his feet. “Conduction is not risky. It can be, obviously, but not when it’s done right, with discipline and understanding. Corbin⁠—”

      “You are not Corbin!” Arun snapped. “We’ve established that time and again. It affects you differently than it did him, or than it does Pate. Not everyone can use it safely. That’s why they call it dark magic. It … look what it just did to you!”

      “What did it do?” The question was perfectly sincere. Wardin still didn’t understand what had happened. Though he was fairly certain it was nothing good.

      “A hallucination?” Arun suggested. “A fit of some kind? I don’t know, but if you’re smart, you’ll take it as a warning. Don’t use conduction again. Not even in battle. Let Dragon’s Edge do it for you, if it must be done.”

      “Perhaps you’re right.” That, too, was sincere. This was a well-worn argument, and not one Wardin was accustomed to giving any ground on. But today was different. He’d lost bits of time and memory before, on a few occasions when conduction had sent him off balance. But he didn’t feel off balance now. This was something new.

      Perhaps Arun had been right all along. Perhaps conduction was threatening to corrupt him, after all.

      Still, Wardin couldn’t let go of the feeling—no, the certainty—that he wasn’t the one who’d been laughing, and he wasn’t the one who’d drained the life from those trees.

      The trouble was, he had no idea who it was.
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      “I don’t see why we can’t balance battlemagic with sage magic instead of these awful sums,” one of the novice magisters grumbled. As with many new students of magic, his excitement for the endeavor had waned a bit when he realized it involved a great deal of repetitive and decidedly unglamorous effort.

      The young woman sitting beside him rolled her eyes. “Because you can’t do sage magic. You can only practice one affinity.”

      “In most cases, that will be true,” Erietta agreed. “Consider that when you open your doors to students here, you won’t accept every child who comes to you. And of those you do take on, some will end their studies after three years or so, because they haven’t got the aptitude to go further. It’s very difficult to master even one affinity.”

      She walked slowly behind the table, watching her charges over their shoulders as they worked. “But even for those magicians who can use more than one effectively, Rand’s suggestion wouldn’t work. You can’t balance magic with magic.”

      Rand turned to face her. “Why not?”

      Erietta leaned down and tapped his paper. “We often teach the concept of balance the way we would teach one of these sums. It’s easiest to think of it as a straightforward equation. But in practice, you’ll find it’s more complicated than that. And a bit messier. Each magician has his or her own unique thresholds and strengths, and really it’s more like many equations that must all be reconciled at once. Physical and mental. Imaginative and practical. Magical and mundane. Each kind of magical energy you use must be balanced by its mundane opposite.”

      She returned to the front of the room. “Some of you have asked about conduction. This is exactly what makes it so dangerous—it’s part of a continuum we don’t understand. And if we don’t know what its opposite is, we can’t balance it.”

      Rand’s brow furrowed in confusion. “But life and death are opposites.”

      “For the magic itself, life balances death. But for the magician, life and death seem to be part of the same thing, somehow. They’re together at one end of a spectrum, and at the other end there’s nothing at all, unless it’s time itself.” Erietta laughed lightly. “If I’m not making any sense, that’s because it may be beyond human understanding. It’s certainly beyond mine.”

      A middle-aged, soft-spoken woman by the name of Dara cleared her throat. “But then there might be other continuums we don’t know about, mightn’t there? Other sorts of magical energy that nobody has explored yet?”

      “There very well could be,” Erietta agreed. “Where I’m from, we have three affinities because each of our three deities bestowed their own sort of magic on us. It’s widely believed that conduction was a gift—or a curse, depending on who you talk to—from a fourth deity, a dark one called Graddoc. But of course there are other deities, who ordered other lands. And even within the affinities we know, there are almost endless subtleties and variations, because as I said, every magician is different.”

      She began to pace, warming to a subject that had interested her more and more of late. “I have a young student back at Pendralyn who can put his thoughts into other people’s minds, but not in a way I’ve ever seen before. The person he’s communicating with needn’t be a sage, or even a magician, necessarily. He balances that magic with physical exertion. But he also finds he needs to exercise in solitude.”

      Erietta turned back to her students and spread her hands. “So is that a variety of sage magic, or does it involve some other equation we haven’t yet defined?”

      They would not get a chance to give their opinions on the matter. Wulfric poked his head through the door. “Archmagister? A quiet word?”

      After hastily instructing her class to work on their sums until the eventide bell signaled the end of the work day, Erietta excused herself and followed Wulfric out into the corridor. She gestured toward an empty classroom across from the one she’d been using, but Wulfric shook his head. “I think we’d better walk. We won’t have much time, if we want to get there ahead of them.”

      “Get where?” Erietta fell into step beside him as Wulfric hurried to the front doors as fast as his lanky strides would allow—a somewhat challenging pace. “Ahead of whom?”

      But he would say no more until they were outside, and far enough from the castle that only goats might overhear them. Even so, Erietta cast a spell to cloak them from both ears and eyes. There was no place to hide in the flat, barren land around them, if it came to that. And Wulfric’s uncharacteristic silence and solemn expression were making her nervous.

      “All right, what is it?” she asked. “And where are we going?”

      “To the spring. I’ve been paying some extra attention to the archmagister, like you asked, and I overheard him planning to meet some people there.” Wulfric glanced at her, a trace of a smile on his face. “Well, I didn’t exactly overhear it. I suppose I just plain heard it. If I didn’t have my heart so set on becoming a sage, I might make a good contriver.”

      “I’ve said the same about my brother many times.” Erietta chuckled past a spasm of homesickness. “Did you cast a spell to help you listen in on him?”

      “Not exactly. I put my ear to the wall while he was talking to Magister Clarence in the room next door. I don’t think he knows how to do cloaking spells like yours yet, even if he is the archmagister.”

      “I see. And what plans was Laken making with Clarence?”

      “Something about a ritual. A summoning, he said. He told Clarence to gather the others, whoever that means, and meet him at the spring in an hour, because he’s finally managed to get the last of the—” Wulfric broke off with a cough, then swallowed. “The blood they need.”

      Erietta blinked at him. “The blood?”

      “That’s definitely what he said. I may not know everything there is to know about magic yet, Archmagister, but I would wager a great deal that anything that requires blood to summon is best not summoned at all.”

      “Most of the castle will be in the great hall or their own rooms by then. And the sun will be going down. I would wager that a ritual that requires that much sneaking is best not done at all.” Erietta crossed her arms against the chilly wind, wishing she’d had time to stop for a coat. Back home the breeze would be warm, and the thistle would be blooming, blanketing the mountains in purple and blue.

      She ached to be there, where she belonged. Not here in this dismal place, where it seemed dangerous magic was at work, and Iver’s new archmagister was about to perform some sort of blood ritual.

      A summoning. What could they be summoning? And what, if anything, did it have to do with the threat to Iver, and to the land’s magic?

      There was one obvious answer, of course. Perhaps the Cutting Man had finally eaten enough children to wake up.

      Surely not. There must be some other explanation. Erietta couldn’t bring herself to believe that a mild old man and a group of would-be magisters were setting out to summon an ancient, fallen deity.

      The spring that provided the castle with much of its water was as flat and still as the land around it. There was no cover to take. The best they could do was huddle behind a few large rocks in the tall grass, and rely on magic and the coming dusk to conceal them further.

      Erietta’s chest tightened, her pulse quickening at how exposed and vulnerable she felt. And at the memory of Lira’s fear. A true monster, the queen had said. Something inhuman. Watching. Stalking. Crouched beneath the open, cloudless sky, Erietta could believe it.

      While they waited, partly to distract herself from her gnawing anxiety, she told Wulfric about the attempt on Iver’s life, Dordan’s ancient punishment, Laken’s tale of the Cutting Man, and her own instinct that the archmagister was hiding something. She’d said no word of all this to anyone, and Wulfric had been willing to watch Laken simply because she asked it of him, without explanation. But now that he was out here with her, and there was some risk of a confrontation, he had a right to the truth.

      When she finished, Wulfric could do little but stare, and repeat the essentials back to her. “The Cutting Man has priests. And he’ll return one day. That’s what he said.”

      “So the story went.” Erietta spoke softly as she bent closer to the ground and peered around the rock. The open space out here could be an asset as well as a nuisance; she would see Laken approaching well in advance.

      “But surely this monster, or deity if that’s what it is, can’t be what Laken’s summoning,” Wulfric said. “Why would he tell you the story, and give himself away?”

      “I don’t know. He was dismissive of it, and the story is a bit absurd. Perhaps he thought that would be protection enough. Or perhaps he didn’t anticipate that I’d have him watched, so he didn’t see the harm in it.” Erietta shook her head and sighed. “But the likeliest explanation is that I’ve let my imagination get the better of me. This ritual he spoke of is probably to cure the stiffness in his joints, or something.”

      “Perhaps.” Wulfric shifted and settled into a less awkward position, prone and propped up on his elbows. “But I suppose we’d best find out the truth of it.”

      Erietta flattened herself against the grass and jerked her chin at the figures coming into view on the horizon. “We’re about to. Stay quiet and still, and as flat to the ground as you can. I can’t seal this space like I could a closed room, and ordinary cloaking spells work best when you work with them.”

      When Laken arrived at the spring at last, he was with twelve others, all people Erietta recognized as novice magisters. They positioned themselves, side by side, along the edge of the water. With slow and careful shifting, Erietta was able to look through a narrow space between two rocks, and see half of Laken and most of the woman beside him.

      “We’ve waited far too long, with our business half done.” Laken spoke loudly and slowly, with no trace of the frailty Erietta had come to expect of him. “We’ve trained in magic, and learned to cast the proper spells. We’ve made the needed sacrifices and preparations. All that remains is the blood of three of the deities’ chosen. I have acquired that at last.”

      While his fellows murmured, Laken’s arm shifted, and he looked down at something. A moment later, he held up what appeared to be a collar ripped from a man’s tunic. Erietta couldn’t see it well enough to tell whether there was blood on it.

      “The blood of Dordan’s chosen!” Laken called.

      The woman beside him held a torch to the cloth. It ignited, and then it was gone. Erietta had the impression from Laken’s movements that he’d tossed it into the water.

      When Laken produced a second scrap of cloth, Erietta nearly gasped out loud. The light was waning now, and her view was far from perfect, but she was nearly certain the old man held the napkin she’d wrapped her finger in the day she cut it.

      “The blood of Eyrdri’s chosen!”

      There was no time to consider the napkin further, or determine whether or not it was indeed the same one. Within seconds, it joined the first in both fire and water.

      “And finally, still fresh on the bit of floorboard I sharpened to cut her heel …” Laken held up a short, jagged piece of wood. “The blood of Tairn’s chosen!”

      When that, too, was in the spring, Laken and his companions began to sing.

      The song was hideous, in both performance and effect. Their voices were harsh and discordant, and though Erietta couldn’t understand the words, she knew them to be full of malevolence. And a terrible power.

      The only good thing about it was that it was loud enough for her to risk leaning over to whisper in Wulfric’s ear. “That isn’t Dordrine, is it?”

      “No. I don’t know what language it is.” Wulfric released a serrated breath. “I’ve never heard it before. I hope to never hear it again.”

      Erietta swallowed and peered again through the rocks. Laken and the woman next to him—and presumably the others—stood straight and stiff, swaying slightly to their tune. They were entirely occupied with their purpose, and more importantly, their eyes were closed. If anything was to be done, this was her chance.

      But what would she do? Interrupt them? Confront them with the suspicion that they were trying to summon a monster that might be nothing but a fable?

      Was that really what they were doing? Erietta had no real evidence that it was. Only Laken’s story pointed to that conclusion, and as Wulfric had said, surely the old man wouldn’t have told the tale if he were guilty of trying to bring it to life.

      And yet, as their song swelled ever louder, there was no mistaking the darkness gathering over the spring. A darkness deeper than dusk. A darkness that wasn’t even physical.

      Erietta’s skin crawled. That song. That song was boring into her head like some sort of insect. Poisoning her. Devouring her.

      Whether this ritual has anything to do with the Cutting Man or not, it is certainly evil.

      And if we’re caught out here, nobody else will know about it.

      “Go back,” she hissed at Wulfric. “Get the king and queen, and Commander Restan. And anyone else you trust. Tell them to get ready to defend the castle.”

      He looked thoroughly scandalized by this suggestion. “I can’t leave a lady out here alone to⁠—”

      “Wulfric, now is not the time for Dordrine chivalry! I am an accomplished magician and a veteran of multiple battles. You worked on your parents’ farm until last winter, and to date have managed to cast precisely four spells. Go!”

      The relentless chorus made it difficult for Erietta to concentrate, and she’d been maintaining a cloaking spell for quite a while already. With an effort, she directed her waning energy into hiding Wulfric as he slithered away. By the time he was out of sight, her limbs felt heavy, and her eyes stung with exhaustion.

      And still the song went on. It was a wonder that the magicians—or priests, she supposed—had any breath left.

      But perhaps the reason they still sang was that the ritual wasn’t working. After all, if it really was Erietta’s napkin Laken had used, there was a flaw in his plan. Perhaps that business about being a Rath in her heart had been meant to test her, but whatever he thought he saw in her, she was not one of Eyrdri’s chosen.

      Her hope that they would fail was dashed almost as soon as it took root. The song finally ended, but the silence that followed offered little comfort. Erietta had shifted her position when she sent Wulfric away, and she could no longer see Laken. But she could see two others, and a stretch of the water near their feet.

      The water was moving.

      As it rippled and churned, something—someone—rose from it, bringing to mind the specters that had risen from the Well of Songs to give Wardin his sword. But those things had been, if not exactly benevolent, at least harmless.

      Not so this monster. Looking at him, Erietta was suddenly and fully aware that she’d never been in greater peril. He was man-shaped, but thinner and far taller than any man. Powerful. And deadly. Or perhaps he was death itself.

      And then, without warning or any sense of transition, everything was different. Bleaker. Harder. Infinitely colder. It was as if Erietta had been sucked into a void where there was nothing but her and the demon and the water, which now resembled shifting, inky ice.

      Laken and his priests were gone, unless they were the shadowy blotches behind the monster. Everything seemed to be made of shadow now. The sky, the water, the rocks. Erietta’s own hand, when she raised it in front of her face, was hazy and dark. Her flesh seemed unstable, sliding over itself, like the shadow of a cloud moving over land.

      She stared at it, mesmerized, until her trance was broken by a brittle laugh (a cutting laugh) that seemed to freeze her bones, then crack the ice they’d become. Despite the fact that it no longer appeared to exist in this strange, hollow place—a place that was not a place—Erietta’s body was racked with pain. She gasped and tried to scream, but there was no sound. None save that ghastly, sickening laugh.

      Then she was on her feet, walking toward the monster. Walking over the water. It really was ice now. The whole world was ice. Erietta couldn’t take her eyes from the demon before her.

      Slowly he turned, and lowered his head to look down at her.

      Her heart stopped. Her breath stopped. She stopped. Frozen. Dead. Another motionless moment, and she was sure she would be caught here forever, trapped in this noplace, unable to move or live ever again.

      Tell them, my dear. The cold, amused voice echoed through Erietta’s head. You may tell your deity and her people that I’m coming for them.

      Erietta looked at the demon’s hands. She could not bear to look into his face. His fingers were only bones, fleshless and dripping with blood. He held an axe so large, she was sure no mortal man would be able to lift it, though his grip was loose, casual.

      (the Cutting Man)

      Something in his other hand swung and creaked, but it was impossible to tell what. A darkness seemed to emanate from it, even greater and emptier than the darkness around them.

      These details sank into Erietta’s stunned mind at last, and she heard not the creature’s voice, but her father’s, whispering to his small twins while they all sat before a fire with mugs of warm cider.

      A beast made of bone and blood and shadow, armed with a great axe, carrying before him a lantern that stole light rather than gave it.

      As the laughter of an ancient legend once again spun through her mind and carried her to the brink of madness, Erietta whispered its name. “Graddoc.”
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      “I’ve had a message from the Baroness of Heathbire.” Pate didn’t bother to preface this announcement with a hello, or even a knock. He leaned against the doorframe and flashed his lopsided smile, the scarred side of his mouth barely moving with the rest. “Her newest plan to make you King of Cairdarin is brilliant.”

      Wardin looked up from the seemingly endless pile of the morning’s messages and letters, leaned back in his chair, and scowled. “As we’ve repeatedly discussed, Cairdarin has three kings. One for each of its kingdoms. And I’m quite busy enough managing my own. I’ve no interest in the other two.”

      Rowena thumped her tail against the rug, perhaps indicating her own lack of interest in more kingdoms. She raised her head just long enough to glance at Pate, determine that Bracken wasn’t with him, and heave a disappointed sigh. Arun had taken Hawthorn south with him, to check on the progress of the new magistery at Corghest, and Rowena had been lonely for canine companionship. Her disappointment with the arrangement notwithstanding, there was no reason Hawthorn couldn’t travel; he was none the worse for his springtime misadventure, though they’d never caught the hunters who attacked him.

      “You’ll like this idea.” Pate limped into the solar and crouched before Rowena, scratching her neck despite her cold greeting. “Perhaps it needn’t even come to war, if it’s carried out right.”

      Wardin sighed. “As usual, you aren’t listening. I can assure you I will not like it.”

      “No?” Pate smirked up at him. “You wouldn’t like to discover that Cadric Lancet was a bastard? Not even a little bit?”

      “Pate.” Wardin gave his commander a warning look. “This can’t be going where I think it’s going.”

      “That depends. Do you think it’s going to the throne of Harth?”

      Cadric Lancet, Bramwell’s father, had been brother to Wardin’s grandmother. Had Cadric died without issue—or had his claim been somehow repudiated—Isolda would have been next in the line of succession. She, and her descendants, would be the rightful heirs to the Harthian throne.

      And Wardin was her only living descendant.

      In fact, if Cadric and his line weren’t true Lancets, Wardin would be the last one. As if he needed any more houses to be the last of. He groaned and shook his head at Pate. “No. Absolutely not.”

      “Oh, come now.” Pate crossed to the table that was always stocked with refreshments, helped himself to a mug of cider, then sat without being invited. “You’ve got to admit, it’s quite tidy. We have Cadric declared illegitimate, take Bramwell’s entire line out of the succession in one strike, and there’s nothing between you and the throne. Once you’ve claimed Harth as well as Eyrdon, I suspect it will take little effort to bring Tarnarven around. They’ll have to recognize you as the greater power.”

      “I don’t suppose you’ve got any actual evidence that Cadric was a bastard?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “Or any reason to believe he was a bastard at all?”

      “You can just as easily say I have no reason to believe he wasn’t.” Pate spread his hands. “It’s not as though I knew the parties involved. We’d never get very far making such an accusation against Bramwell’s mother, but there aren’t a lot of records or accounts of his grandmother. Anything might have happened.”

      “No,” Wardin repeated. “And you can tell your niece no as well.”

      “A bit late for that. She’s already begun putting the story about. Just rumors, for a start. Word of mouth, you know, to lay the foundation.”

      Wardin put his elbows on his desk and rubbed his temples, his mind churning with outrage and simple dread. This would not end well. For anyone, and for him least of all. “This is bold, even for Rora. Even for the two of you together.” He raised his head and glared at Pate. “You and your blasted conspiracies. I regret encouraging the two of you to reconcile.”





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/cairdarin-dordrin-aldarine.jpg
CAIRDARIN
AND
SURROUNDING KINGDOMS

N_%\
NI
X

<

ol

s

-3

Vs &
573
£t EYRDON

- DORDRIN






OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/heading-gradient-rule-screen.png





OEBPS/images/the-light-at-last-v2.jpg
" x
g’ [HE SRA'S T AP RN @ BOOK 3 ‘é

e LIGH T
[ AS 1

JR. RASMUSSEN






OEBPS/images/cairdarin-canon-tlal.jpg
CAIRDARIN

WITHARE

& g

HEATHBIRE

.
NARINORE

CoRGHEST
.

'YRDON






OEBPS/images/family-tree.jpg
LANCET LADIMORE RATH

Cadric ‘ Isolda }——‘ Hawkin

Tobald‘ ‘ Sayer ‘ Calla —T— Draven

Baden

m. Tegwyn

I

]

Lional ‘

Bramwell
m. Elinor.

Tobin

‘ Janet ‘ Hamlin Wardin





