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      “What tales did you hear?”

      Niklas shrugged. “Rumors that Pollard’s been hunting down former mages. Several have disappeared and never returned. There were dark stories about men in black clothing ransacking the mage libraries and universities, carrying off sacks of items, and torching what was left.” He grimaced. “Pollard seems to like setting fires. I’d heard the same about villages where he didn’t get the information he was seeking.” He snapped his fingers. “Went up in flames, and Raka take the survivors.”

      Outside, they heard a sudden crash. Horns sounded an alarm. Shouts and the sound of fighting filled the air. Niklas jumped to his feet, as did Blaine and the others. A guard appeared in the tent doorway.

      “Sir, we’re under attack.”

      “By whom?” Niklas had drawn his sword, and his eyes glinted with anger.

      The guard looked as if he was struggling against his own fear. “Talishte, sir. We’re being attacked by vampires.”
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      “Watch your back!” Blaine McFadden brought his sword down hard on his opponent’s blade, deflecting a killing blow.

      Piran Rowse wheeled at the warning, muttering curses under his breath. Two dark-clad men were heading his way, swords at the ready. Piran ran toward them with a battle cry, a sword gripped in each hand, driving his enemies back with the sheer ferocity of his onslaught.

      A force of at least twenty-five men, all dressed in black, had attacked them. Where their allegiance lay, Blaine could only guess. Why they had come was clear. Blaine had no doubt the fighters had been sent to track and kill them. To kill him.

      Their battleground was the deserted barnyard of a ruined farm. Not far away, Dawe Killick caught his breath in the shelter of a tumbledown chicken coop that barely held his tall, rangy form. He dodged out to fire his crossbow, taking advantage of its reach to fell one of the dark-clad men.

      Kestel Falke had grabbed the sword of one of the fallen attackers and pulled a dagger from the bandolier beneath her cloak. She circled one of the dead man’s comrades warily, holding him at bay. From the top floor of the rickety barn, Verran Danning, expert thief and sometime musician, lobbed anything he could find at his opponents, striking one of the men in the head with a chunk of wood.

      Four of the eleven guards they had brought with them were down, and while the remaining guards were fighting valiantly, Blaine knew the odds weren’t in their favor. After narrowly escaping death the night before, it seemed a mockery to die so needlessly come sunrise.

      Blaine’s opponent came at him again, sword raised shoulder-high for a death strike. Blaine brought his own blade up inside the strike as he stepped aside, dodging the blow and managing to score a gash on his attacker’s arm. At more than six feet tall with shoulders broadened from years of hard labor in the Velant prison colony, Lord Blaine McFadden could hold his own in a fight. Despite the cold late-autumn temperatures, the heat of the fight had plastered Blaine’s long, chestnut brown hair against his head. His sea-blue eyes glinted with anger, focused on the man he intended to kill.

      Blaine’s body protested every jarring parry. Just the previous night, the wild magic he had sought to bind had nearly killed him, nearly killed all of them with its unharnessed power. They had lived through the assault, wearied and bloody, only to face a new danger. It had been sheer luck that the old tunnels had not collapsed around them, that they had been able to evade the dark-clad warriors, at least for a while. Not long enough.

      “Who sent you?” Blaine shouted as his attacker came at him again, raining down a series of two-handed blows that nearly drove Blaine to his knees. Blaine knew he couldn’t take much more – none of them could. Not after the toll the magic had taken last night. Their attackers were fresh to the fight. He’d traveled half the world to die here, in the middle of nowhere, without even coming close to achieving his task.

      “Lord Pollard wants you dead,” the black-clad man replied through gritted teeth. “Thought you’d have figured that out by now.”

      “Tell Lord Pollard he can —” Blaine’s words died in his throat as an arrow zipped past him, narrowly missing his shoulder, and thudded into the rotted wood of the barn behind him.

      “Incoming!” Dawe shouted, dragging a hand back through his straight, dark hair. He looked like a scarecrow, all angles and bones. “We’ve got new players.” A hail of arrows fell, and several of the black-clad fighters went down, shot in the back. Kestel cried out as an arrow grazed her arm, but she kept on fighting, though blood colored the sleeve of her tunic.

      “I think you and your men might want to run,” Blaine said, a cold smile crossing his features. “Seems to me whoever’s out there is aiming for your people, not mine.”

      For just an instant, Blaine took his eyes off his attacker to confirm the new threat. The yard was ringed with archers, all within bow range, but too far away from Blaine to make out any markings on their gray uniforms. Sometimes the enemy of my enemy is my friend, Blaine thought. And other times, he’s just a bigger, badder son of a bitch.

      Blaine’s opponent spared no glance toward the archers. He came at Blaine ferociously, teeth bared and eyes wild. Blaine parried the first of the man’s powerful strikes, but the second blow crashed down on his sword with enough force to numb his sword arm and send him staggering backward. The tip of his attacker’s sword sliced into his right shoulder, and Blaine’s sword fell from his numb hand. His enemy reared back, sword at chest height, to drive the point home, aiming for Blaine’s heart.

      An arrow sang through the air and Blaine’s opponent stiffened, his face drawn in a ghastly mask of pain and fury. He lumbered forward, intent on his quarry, but the delay was just enough. Blaine dove for his sword, grasping it in his left hand, and lunged forward, ducking under his opponent’s blade, expecting to feel the bite of steel against his neck at any moment. His sword plunged deep into the man’s belly and his opponent fell forward, dropping his sword to the ground. Pinned under the man’s body, Blaine felt hot blood seep over him as it poured from the dying man’s wounds.

      It took all of Blaine’s waning strength to throw the man off, and more resolve still to make it as far as his knees before he saw that the battle had turned. Most of the black-clad fighters lay skewered by arrows, and the rest had run for their lives. Only six of his own guards remained standing, along with Dawe, Piran, Verran, and Kestel. But the soldiers who ringed the yard had not moved, nor had they lowered their bows.

      “Surrender. Throw down your weapons. You can’t win but you can die, and you surely will unless you drop your weapons now and raise your hands,” a man’s voice called from the line of archers.

      Piran let out a barrage of creatively vulgar curses, but he let his swords fall. Dawe tossed his unloaded crossbow out into the open and emerged, his hands behind his head. Kestel dropped her sword and dagger, looking toward the archers with a baleful expression.

      “You in the barn. Come out, or so help me Torven, we’ll shoot the others,” the voice called.

      “Hold your fire! I’m coming down,” Verran shouted, contempt thick in his voice.

      “Let’s stick to our story and see if they go for it,” Blaine replied under his breath, just loud enough for his friends to hear.

      “We mean you no harm,” he called out to the archers. “We’re tinkers and peddlers. We took shelter overnight and woke to find ourselves under attack. We’ll be on our way, and no bother to you.”

      A half dozen men from the line of archers were moving toward them now, bows drawn and arrows at the ready. The archers still on the edge of the yard quashed any thoughts Blaine’s group might have had of fighting their way free.

      “You look well armed for tinkers,” one of the archers replied. “Your bodyguards outnumber the rest of you,” he said, with a nod to the Glenreith guards who, though wearing neither insignia nor rank, were conspicuous in their military appearance. “That’s suspicious.”

      “These are dangerous times,” Blaine replied. “We hired guards to protect us. We mean no harm. Just let us be on our way.”

      The leader looked as if he was considering Blaine’s suggestion, then shook his head. “Not up to me. That’s for the captain to say.” He gestured, and more fighters joined him. “Get on your knees, and put your hands on top of your head. We’ll see what the captain makes of you.”

      For a moment, Blaine feared from the expression on Piran’s face that his friend might charge their captors. At a nod from Blaine, they knelt, hands on heads, and Blaine waited to feel a quarrel in the back.

      More fighters moved forward, binding the captives’ wrists with strips of leather. One of the fighters moved to bind Blaine’s wrists. He paused. “Sir,” he called to the leader. “You should see this.”

      The leader walked over and frowned when he saw the brand on the inside of Blaine’s left forearm, an “M” for murderer.

      “You’re a convict,” the leader said, eyeing Blaine.

      “I was a convict. Did my time in Velant. Earned my Ticket of Leave.”

      “Velant’s up in Edgeland, at the top of the world,” the leader said. “No one’s supposed to come back from there.”

      “Just like there’s supposed to be a king and magic’s supposed to work,” Blaine replied evenly. “Nothing’s the way it’s ‘supposed’ to be anymore.”

      “Got another one over here,” the soldier said, lifting Dawe’s arm to show the brand. Blaine sighed. He’d deserved his exile, but Dawe had been framed. And while the others bore no brands for their crimes, Verran for theft, Kestel for espionage, and Piran for court-martial-worthy insubordination, it wouldn’t take too much for the fighter to figure out they were likely all ‘escaped’ convicts.

      “Get on your feet,” the leader said. “You can explain it to the captain. You’re coming back to camp with us.”

      “What of our horses?” Blaine asked.

      “We’ll bring them,” the leader replied. “If you can convince the captain to let you go, you can take them with you. If not,” he said and shrugged, “we can put them to good use.”

      Blaine got to his feet, moving toward the barn’s wide door. The others fell in behind him, while several of their captors moved to secure the horses and wagons.

      “Who is your commander? What lord do you serve?” Blaine asked.

      A bitter smile touched at the corners of the leader’s mouth. Now that Blaine got a good look at the man, he saw he was in his late teens or early twenties. The face was youthful, but there was a world-weariness in the man’s eyes that seemed much older. “There are no lords left to serve,” he replied. “No lords, no law, no liege. The war’s over. Welcome to what’s left.”

      The archers commandeered one of Blaine’s group’s wagons and horses and directed Blaine and the others to climb in. Two of the archers drove, while more archers walked beside the wagon.

      “If I believed in the gods, I’d say now would be a good time to pray,” muttered Piran.

      “Our luck isn’t looking good,” Kestel replied with a sigh.

      Piran snorted. “What? Just because wild magic ripped through some old, forgotten chamber and laid us all out flat as corpses, you think we’re not ready for a good fight?” Piran probably would be up for a brawl, Blaine thought; at least, he had never shied away from one in the past. Shorter, stocky, with a bald head that Piran had kept shaved even in the bitter cold of the Edgeland wastes, Piran looked every bit the soldier he had been before his court-martial.

      Blaine rubbed his temples, trying in vain to ease the throbbing headache that had begun the night before. When the warring kingdoms of Donderath and Meroven destroyed each other, the Continent also lost its control over magic. Without king, law, or magic, chaos followed. Tracking a series of clues that suggested magic might be restored, Blaine and his friends had made a failed attempt to harness the wild magic, an effort that had left several of their party, including Blaine, badly bruised and battered.

      “Neither side was wearing any colors,” Kestel murmured. “But this group has some kind of uniform, although it’s hard to tell; they all look rather ragged.” She paused. “I heard what the man you were fighting said about Lord Pollard. If the archers aren’t Pollard’s men, who do they belong to?”

      Before her exile to the Velant prison colony in Edgeland, Kestel had been a sought-after courtesan, a spy in the court of King Merrill, and an assassin. Like the others, she’d followed Blaine back to Donderath on the scant hope that magic could be restored. Today, her red hair was bound up, and she wore a tunic, trews, and boots borrowed from Glenreith’s guardhouse. Anyone who had seen her gowned and bejeweled for high court would have had difficulty recognizing Kestel as the same woman.

      “Anyone else who wants to kill you, Mick, that you forgot to tell us about?” Verran asked, glancing nervously at the archers.

      Blaine let out a long breath. “Not that I remember. But as you’ve seen, things aren’t exactly the way they were when we shipped out.”

      “So we just sit here?” Piran’s tone made his opinion clear.

      Blaine rubbed his pounding forehead. Every muscle and joint ached as if he’d been beaten by the sheer, wild power of the magical backlash. “For now,” he said.

      They had tried to raise the magic at Mirdalur, a three-day ride from Blaine’s family’s manor at Glenreith. Geir, their vampire guide, had left them before dawn to find shelter from the daylight. Blaine and his friends, along with eleven of Glenreith’s manor guards, had planned to sleep through the day and move out again once it was dark to avoid the bands of robbers and vagabonds that wandered the Donderath countryside.

      “It’s mid-afternoon, still daylight. That means this group is mortal,” Kestel said. “That’s one good thing.”

      Piran gave her a sidelong glance. “If that’s the ‘good’ news, we’re shit out of luck.”

      “I wish we knew who they were,” Kestel said, bending closer to the gap in the wall for a better look. “They look like a bunch of vagrants but fight like a unit.”

      “I’m afraid we’ll get an answer soon enough,” Dawe Killick said, his head bowed and his face obscured by a hank of dark, lanky hair. Dawe was tall and slender, with a hawklike nose and piercing blue eyes. Despite the bonds on his wrists, Dawe’s long-fingered hands clenched in frustration.

      They rode for half a candlemark, away from the direction they had come. They were going north, as close as Blaine could reckon from the sun. Away from Mirdalur, and no closer to Glenreith. The odds weren’t in their favor, despite the fact that Geir had escaped capture.

      The wagon rolled into a camp of fighters, who regarded it with wary curiosity. Whoever’s army the archers represented, it was a motley one. From what Blaine could see, only about half the men had tents, and those were stained and patched. Many had only the shelter of lean-tos or pieces of canvas held up by posts.

      “How many do you figure are out there?” Kestel asked.

      “Too many,” Blaine replied.

      The fighters’ camp was as hard worn as the men themselves. A hodgepodge of moveable structures greeted them. Cook fires dotted the encampment, and in the rear, Blaine spotted mud-spattered horses and several wagons. No doubt the fighters would be glad to gain use of the horses and wagons his group had brought with them.

      When they reached the outskirts of the camp, their Glenreith bodyguards were directed into two tents ringed with guards. Blaine, Kestel, Piran, Dawe, and Verran were ushered to a large tent in the center of the camp. By the tent’s size, Blaine guessed it to be the captain’s, but if so, then the group’s leader was an ascetic. A bedroll lay to one side, and a small brazier in the middle did little to drive out the late autumn chill. A soldier’s satchel lay near the bedroll, and there was a small shrine to Charrot, Torven, and Esthrane at the foot of the bedding. Otherwise, the tent was empty.

      “Wait here.” The young man who seemed to be the leader of the archers spoke in low tones to two of the fighters, who remained by the tent’s entrance. Then Blaine and his friends were left alone.

      “Best odds we’re going to have,” Piran muttered. “Five against two.”

      “And more than two score on the other side of the doorway,” Kestel replied in a whisper. “I knew you couldn’t read, but I thought you could do figures,” she added with a hint of a smile that softened her words.

      Blaine sighed. “With luck, these men will see we’ve got no quarrel with them and let us go.”

      “I’d put the odds of that as slim to nil,” Piran sighed. “If nothing else, they’ll want the horses. And maybe Kestel.”

      Despite their situation, Kestel grinned. “Let ’em try,” she replied, palming a dagger from somewhere on her body.

      “Shh,” Dawe warned as footsteps drew closer.

      Muffled voices sounded outside the tent. One was the voice of the man who had brought them to the camp. The other voice, deeper and more mature, was muffled. The tent flap swung back and a tall man entered, flanked by two guards. The man was broad-shouldered, with short-cut, dark blonde hair. Several days’ worth of stubble shadowed gaunt, high cheekbones. He wore a woolen coat over what might have been gray uniform pants, and his clothes looked as if he had been roughing it for quite some time.

      “My officer says he’s got a bunch of escaped convicts,” the man said, not bothering to look up as he entered. Then he lifted his head and stopped in his tracks, staring at Blaine.

      “You’re supposed to be dead,” he breathed, and his face had gone pale as a ghost.

      “So are you,” Blaine responded, feeling as if he had been sucker punched. “Niklas?”

      “Blaine McFadden died in Velant,” the man repeated, his voice just above a whisper. “That’s what we heard.”

      “Sorry to disappoint,” Blaine replied. “Although several people did their damnedest to make that happen.” He paused. “Aunt Judith said you’d died in the war.”

      A crooked grin spread across the man’s face. “Sorry to disappoint,” he echoed. “We were on the front lines, and it’s been a damn long walk home.” He sobered and turned to one of the guards. “Cut their bonds. Bring me some food, get a healer for them, and fetch whatever ale you can find.”

      “Sir?”

      “Just do it, Lieutenant. I’ll take my chances with them.”

      The soldier did as he was told. Blaine rubbed his wrists. “Does this mean we get our horses back?” he asked as the others looked between the two men, trying to figure out the sudden lurch in conversation.

      Niklas laughed and stepped forward, extending a hand to Blaine and then folding him into a back-thumping embrace. “By Torven’s horns, Blaine. I never thought I’d see you again.”

      “You know this bloke, Mick?” Piran asked warily.

      Blaine nodded. “This is Niklas Theilsson. We grew up together. We’ve been friends for as long as I can remember.”

      Niklas gave Blaine a quizzical look. “You go by ‘Mick’ now?”

      Blaine sighed. “I did in Velant. These are my mates from Edgeland.”

      The look in Niklas’s blue eyes gave Blaine to guess the other was trying to put the pieces together. “Perhaps introductions are in order.”

      “We met in Velant and survived because we had each other’s backs,” Blaine started, a slight note of challenge in his voice as if he expected judgment from Niklas. When their host said nothing, Blaine continued. “Verran Danning is a master locksmith and sometime minstrel,” he said, giving Verran’s thieving a quick cleanup. “Dawe Killick was a silversmith. Kestel Falke was a courtesan and an assassin.”

      Kestel grinned. “It was the assassin part that got me my passage to Velant,” she said, a flash of warning in her eyes.

      “And finally, Piran Rowse —”

      Niklas interrupted with a chuckle. “I know Piran by reputation,” he said. “Your court-martial is still legendary.”

      Blaine and the others turned to look at Piran. “Was there more to the story than you let on, Piran dear?” Kestel asked in her sweetest voice.

      Piran reddened. “Might have been. No more than Mick here forgetting to tell his mates he’s a bleedin’ lord.”

      Niklas swung an arm to indicate his nearly empty tent. “Please, have a seat. I think we have a lot to discuss.”

      Blaine nodded to the others, and they sat cross-legged on the ground. Niklas brought a low, folding table and set it in front of them, then joined them. An aide returned with a pitcher of ale, a cloth filled with hard bread, sausage, cheese, and a variety of battered, military-issue tin cups. A healer followed him.

      “This is Ordel, my battle healer,” Niklas said. “He’ll patch up the damage from the fight.” He turned to Ordel. “Blaine’s an old friend, and these are friends of his. Can you take a look at their injuries?”

      If Ordel thought it strange that Niklas’s ‘old friend’ arrived bound and under guard, he made no comment. “Yes, sir,” he replied and turned to Blaine. “Let’s see the damage, and I’ll do my best to have you patched up in time for supper,” he said with a grin.

      “Thank you,” Blaine said, looking to both Niklas and Ordel. They were silent for the time it took Ordel to see to their wounds, and then the healer straightened and looked to Niklas.

      “Nothing too serious,” Ordel said. “They should be fine in a few days.” Niklas nodded his thanks, and the healer ducked out of the tent.

      “Eat,” Niklas instructed, “because I have a feeling this isn’t going to be a short conversation.”

      “Then fill us in,” Blaine said, as he poured a cup of ale and passed the pitcher to the others. “We know Donderath lost the war. We know the magic is broken. But what led up to that – we don’t know.” He paused, fearful to ask the next question, yet knowing there was no way around it. “Before you start, I have to ask. Did Carr come back with you?”

      Niklas suddenly looked tired, and his expression was grim. “Yes, Carr survived. Many of our soldiers didn’t. Carr was lucky. He’s out on extended patrol right now. I’ll make sure the two of you have a chance to talk when he gets back.”

      Kestel laid a hand on Blaine’s arm. “Carr’s your younger brother, right?”

      Blaine nodded. “He was just a kid when I was exiled.”

      Niklas sighed. “We were all a lot younger then. In so many ways, it was a completely different world.” Niklas poured himself a cup of ale, and for a moment, he looked at a loss for words.

      “There had been incidents along the border with Meroven for years,” Niklas began. “I went into the army not long after you were sent away.” Niklas glanced toward Blaine. “Even then, spies told us Edgar of Meroven was unstable, and that he was likely to try to expand his borders. One thing led to another, and soon, Donderath and Meroven had an open war. The other kingdoms were pulled in and before long, the entire Continent had chosen sides.”

      Niklas shook his head. “Casualties were terrible. I tried to keep Carr out of the war for as long as I could, but finally, I knew he’d sign up with someone else if I didn’t take him. For your sake, I did my best to keep him as safe as possible.”

      “Thank you,” Blaine murmured.

      “After years of war, when it became clear that men alone wouldn’t decide the outcome, the mages got involved.” Niklas’s eyes took on a haunted expression. “It was about a year ago. I thought I’d seen the worst carnage war had to offer, but the mages turned it into a bloodbath.” He looked down for a few moments. “Still, the men on both sides never left their posts. I can only speak for my men, but when we saw what the Meroven mages could unleash, we feared what would befall our homeland if we could not hold the line.”

      Niklas looked toward them but his gaze seemed far away, and his expression was bleak. “One night, it all came to a head. On the ground, the sheer energy that crackled around us felt as if the gods were sparring, as if the world were coming to an end. And in a way, it did.

      “A blast of magic more powerful than anything we had ever felt before swept over the battlefields, knocking down men as if they were bowling pins. Those who took the brunt of the force were killed instantly. Those of us lucky enough to be sheltered at that moment survived, but with injuries. The sky opened up and fire fell on us. The sky was filled with a green light, and wherever the light touched the ground, the land burned. It was the night of the Great Fire.” Niklas’s voice grew quiet, and he closed his eyes against the images in his memory.

      “That night, whatever the mages did not only destroyed both armies, it destroyed the magic as well,” Niklas went on. “Magic stopped working, at least the kind of magic men could control. Wild magic became a danger, with magical storms touching down without warning, destroying everything in their paths. Strange beasts out of nightmares started appearing. Men went mad.

      “When I could gather what remained of my men, we started for home. The Great Fire had laid waste to Donderath. The manor houses were destroyed. When the magic ‘died,’ it took the little magics as well as the great ones. Buildings, dams, and fences held together with a bit of magic all collapsed. Healers couldn’t use magic to heal. Farmers lost the magic to get rid of pests, so their crops failed. We never realized how many small magics we depended on until they stopped working.”

      Niklas met Blaine’s gaze, and Blaine could see the grief in his friend’s face. “We went to war to protect Donderath. We failed.”

      The group sat for a moment in silence as Niklas’s story sank in. Finally, Niklas shook himself free of his memories. By now, Blaine and his friends had eaten their fill of the bread and cheese, and Blaine pushed food toward Niklas, refilling his cup with ale.

      “That’s quite a story,” Blaine said, sobered by the account. “We knew bits of what happened, but not from the front lines.”

      “Something brought you back from the edge of the world, Blaine,” Niklas replied, taking a sip of his ale. “I’d like very much to know what it was.”

      As briefly as he could, Blaine recounted how the death of magic on the Continent had affected even distant Edgeland. “Without the warden mages, Commander Prokief couldn’t keep the convicts from rebelling, and the Velant prison fell,” Blaine said. “Those of us who had earned our Tickets of Leave to become colonists realized that without supply ships from home, the colony wouldn’t have enough food for the winter.”

      “How did you get a ship? And why did you, of anyone, come back?” Niklas pressed.

      Blaine shrugged. “The ship was adrift and abandoned, and we towed her into Skalgerston Bay. We could take 500 people back with us, which was a burden off the colony. Those who wanted to return took their chances and made the trip.”

      Niklas fixed Blaine with a piercing gaze. “You still haven’t answered me, Blaine. Why did you come back?”

      Piran gave Blaine a warning glance, but Kestel nodded. Dawe shrugged. “Up to you, Mick,” Dawe said.

      Verran grinned. “You can tell him, but will he believe you?”

      Blaine returned his gaze to where Niklas sat waiting. “It’s a long story, but according to an ancient talishte and a very old mage’s map, there’s a chance that magic isn’t gone forever.” He paused, knowing that what he was about to say would strain the belief of even the best of friends. “Magic as we know it was harnessed four hundred years ago at Mirdalur when the king and the oldest nobles bound the wild power to their bidding. When the Meroven mages wiped out the Donderath nobility, they also broke the blood ties that bound the magic. All of the eldest heirs of the old Lords of the Blood are dead.”

      “Except one,” Kestel said, with a meaningful look at Blaine.

      Niklas met Blaine’s gaze. “You’re the last Lord of the Blood?”

      “Apparently so.”

      “From what we’ve been told, as long as there is a living Lord of the Blood, it might be possible to harness the magic again,” Kestel continued.

      “That’s why you returned?” Niklas asked, looking at Blaine as if he were suddenly a stranger.

      “Told you he wouldn’t believe you,” Verran said.

      Blaine looked down. “As crazy as it seems, yes.”

      “Only we tried it and nearly got ourselves all killed,” Piran added. “So Mick wants to give it another go, because he can’t leave well enough alone.”

      “The old records said the first lords harnessed the magic in a ritual at Mirdalur,” Blaine said, with an exasperated look at Piran. “We tried going there, to see if my presence would reactivate the magic.” He grimaced. “Piran’s right. The wild magic nearly killed us.”

      “So that’s it then?” Niklas asked. “There’s no hope of bringing the magic back?”

      “We’re not sure,” Kestel replied. “There are clues that it can be done – but we don’t know quite how just yet.” She hesitated. “There are some forces in Donderath that would be just as happy for the magic to stay dead.”

      Niklas frowned. “Forces?”

      “Do you remember Vedran Pollard?” Blaine asked.

      “Real son of a bitch,” Niklas replied. “The only person I knew who was as mean as your father – maybe even worse.”

      “Yeah, that’s Pollard. He’s thrown in his lot with a vampire named Pentreath Reese.”

      Niklas whistled. “They’re the ones who don’t want to see magic return? Damn, Blaine. You sure know how to pick your enemies.” He scowled. “That group my men fought, you think they were Pollard’s men?”

      Blaine nodded. “Yes. We had to dodge them the whole way to Mirdalur and then run for our lives when they nearly caught us there. Pollard also had his men camped outside Glenreith when we returned, trying to pressure Aunt Judith into an alliance.”

      Niklas made a rude noise. “You’ve got to be kidding.” When he saw Blaine was serious, he shook his head. “For a man everyone thought was dead, you can still kick up a fuss.”

      “Somebody knew Blaine was alive,” Kestel commented soberly. “Pollard sent an assassin to Velant to kill him.”

      All traces of humor drained from Niklas’s expression. “Seriously? An assassin? So you think Pollard may know about this whole Lord of the Blood thing?”

      “Looks that way,” Blaine replied.

      Niklas leaned forward. “Actually, this isn’t the first I’ve heard of Pollard. We’ve seen his handiwork the whole way across Donderath.”

      Blaine frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “We’ve never tangled with the black-clad men before, but only because we tried to stay out of their way. We have heard tales whenever we’ve stopped for provisions, and the stories aren’t good.” He rubbed the stubble on his chin. “Guess that’s why, when my men saw them fighting your group and the odds looked uneven, they waded in.”

      “Believe me, we’re grateful,” Blaine said. “What tales did you hear?”

      Niklas shrugged. “Rumors that Pollard’s been hunting down former mages. Several have disappeared and never returned. There were dark stories about men in black clothing ransacking the mage libraries and universities, carrying off sacks of items, and torching what was left.” He grimaced. “Pollard seems to like setting fires. I’d heard the same about villages where he didn’t get the information he was seeking.” He snapped his fingers. “Went up in flames, and Raka take the survivors.”

      Outside, they heard a sudden crash. Horns sounded an alarm. Shouts and the sound of fighting filled the air. Niklas jumped to his feet, as did Blaine and the others. A guard appeared in the tent doorway.

      “Sir, we’re under attack.”

      “By whom?” Niklas had drawn his sword, and his eyes glinted with anger.

      The guard looked as if he was struggling against his own fear. “Talishte, sir. We’re being attacked by vampires.”
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      “I don’t like this.” Bevin Connor looked at the wooden coffin and shuddered. Before the Great Fire, Connor had been the assistant to the late Lord Garnoc, and the eyes and ears of Lanyon Penhallow, an ancient and powerful talishte lord. Now, pinned down by forces loyal to Pentreath Reese, Connor was debating whether Penhallow’s proposed escape was preferable to remaining under siege.

      “Do you have a better way out?” Penhallow asked. They stood in the caverns beneath the fortress of mercenary general Traher Voss, on the banks of a swiftly flowing subterranean river.

      “You’re already dead. You don’t have to breathe,” Connor replied testily.

      Had Penhallow needed to draw breath, he might have sighed. Penhallow was a tall, lean-muscled man. Long brown hair framed an angular face and blue eyes. Though his features spoke of nobility, his body was as strong as an athlete’s. And although he looked to be in his late thirties, Connor knew that Penhallow had existed for hundreds of years.

      “We’ve been over this before, Bevin. The kruvgaldur bond will let me put you into a deep trance. It’ll slow your breathing and heartbeat, so you won’t need much air for a short time. That’s as long as we need to let the current take us out of the fortress and past the siege. By the time the boxes surface, Traher says we’ll be in neutral territory.”

      “How does he know? Did he ever do this?”

      “Not exactly,” Traher Voss replied and cleared his throat. Voss was a portly man in his middle years, with a fringe of graying hair around his balding pate. Thick-necked and broad-shouldered, Voss looked like a career military man.

      “But we have slipped materials out of the fortress when the king’s guards were at the gate and the items were, shall we say, of questionable background,” Voss went on. “We know the river comes back aboveground a few miles downstream, in a cave. Makes it unlikely someone happening by is going to notice when you bob back to the surface. It’s far enough away that I doubt Reese’s soldiers will be wandering around.”

      Connor spotted a second coffin a few yards away. “Who’s that for?” he asked, glancing at Penhallow. “Are you going to be shut up in a box as well?”

      Penhallow shook his head. “That’s for Treven. He’s supposed to meet us here, and he’s late.” Treven Lowrey, former mage and magic scholar, largely did as he pleased.

      “How do you know it’s wide enough in the underground passage? What if the box gets stuck? What if there’s a second channel for the water and I end up gods-know-where?” Connor protested.

      “When Traher suggested the idea, I had the same concerns,” Penhallow replied. “So before I brought you down here, I navigated the course myself.” He gave a slight smile, enough that the tips of his elongated eyeteeth were barely visible. “As you point out, I don’t have to breathe.”

      “And?” Connor demanded, only slightly mollified.

      Penhallow chuckled. “The passage is wide enough in most places,” he answered. “Where it’s not, I’ll guide you. I’ll travel the channel as I did before. If there were any trouble at all, I assure you, I could get you to safety.”

      Connor eyed the coffin again. The box had been weighted with enough rocks that it would sink below the water’s surface, but it would not be heavy enough to come to rest on the bottom. It also looked as if it had been covered with pitch. “It’s not the water,” Connor muttered, and his blue eyes flashed. “I don’t like being shut up in a box when I’m not dead yet.”

      “While we stand here talking, Reese’s men are pounding the shit out of my walls,” Voss grumbled. “And your friend McFadden is out there making a target of himself.”

      Connor winced at Voss’s words. “All right,” Connor said. “Let’s do it before I have time to think about it.” He paused and pushed a strand of dark blond hair out of his eyes. With a glance, he measured the coffin, glad that he was just average in height and build so that the box would not be too tight a fit. He repressed a shudder. At just twenty-two years old, he had hoped to wait a good long time before having a coffin fitted for him. “Will I sleep through it?”

      Penhallow grimaced. “If I put you into a deep sleep and we have trouble on the other end of the passageway, I won’t be able to wake you quickly enough. I can dull your senses, slow your breathing so the air lasts longer. You’ll feel as if you’ve had too much wine, so that the voyage won’t bother you quite so much.”

      Far over their heads, Connor knew that catapults continued their bombardment of the fortress. While Voss seemed confident that his fortifications could withstand the siege, Connor had felt nothing but cold dread with every pounding blow. What’s worse? Staying here and possibly being overrun and tortured or being put in a coffin and buried alive?

      “Give me your arm,” Penhallow said. Dutifully, Connor rolled up the sleeve on his left arm, revealing a series of small, white, pinpoint scars. Penhallow met his gaze for a moment, then pressed Connor’s forearm to his mouth. Connor was used to the momentary pain of the bite as Penhallow’s fangs pierced his skin. It was through the blood that Penhallow read his memories, gathered the intelligence Connor provided as a spy. And it was through the blood that Penhallow provided the kruvgaldur, or blood bond, that imparted his protection and a weak telepathic link.

      “Don’t fight it, Connor,” Penhallow said quietly. “Let it take you.”

      It was instinct, not intention, that resisted the talishte’s compulsion. Penhallow had always been a kind master, asking for Connor’s cooperation rather than wresting information from him by force. Now, Connor felt the full weight of Penhallow’s power blurring his consciousness even as a primal part of him struggled to remain fully awake.

      Penhallow lifted his mouth from the wound, and immediately, the skin began to heal. Connor’s legs were unsteady, and both Penhallow and Voss reached to catch him as he wavered on his feet. Penhallow lifted him, showing no strain at hefting a grown man as easily as he might have picked up a sleepy child. He placed Connor into the coffin.

      “I will never let you out of my sight in the river,” Penhallow promised. “I won’t allow any harm to come to you. Don’t be afraid.”

      Groggy with the compulsion, Connor did not struggle as Penhallow lifted the lid of the coffin and fit it into place. He felt relaxed, as though he had drunk several bottles of wine. He recalled having been distressed over something but could not remember what. Distantly, Connor noticed glimmers of light around the coffin’s lid, and some part of his mind seemed to think that wasn’t a good idea.

      The sharp smell of pitch filled the coffin. One by one, the glimmers of light disappeared, and Connor lay in total darkness. The coffin was just wide enough for his shoulders, and barely long enough for him to stretch out to his full length. A memory surfaced, something about how the joiner sometimes broke a corpse’s legs to fit the box. Despite Penhallow’s compulsion, Connor shuddered.

      Inside the coffin, Connor jostled against the sides as Penhallow dragged the casket into the water. For a moment it seemed the casket might roll over, but before Connor could brace himself, the box righted. In the distance, he heard muffled voices, then felt the coffin sink until it touched the shallow bottom of the river’s edge. Then he felt the current take him, and he heard the rush and roar of the river as loudly as if he bobbed beneath a waterfall.

      The current grew swift, and the coffin yawed from side to side. Connor splayed out his arms and legs to brace himself within the narrow confines of the box. Yet his heartbeat did not spike with fear, and his breathing remained shallow and measured. He felt a curious sense of detachment, as if the journey were happening to someone else and he was only an observer.

      With a crash, the box pivoted and the impact slammed Connor against the side of the coffin. The water sounded as if it might rip the box apart, and its force buffeted the box like a cork. Again and again it slammed against rock until Connor wondered whether the wood would hold. For a moment, the compulsion wavered, and Connor felt an instant of sheer panic.

      I’m going to drown. Suffocate. Gods help me! Only then did he notice that the air in the coffin had grown stale and warm, and he drew in a great lungful, then felt his head spin.

      The coffin lurched so hard that Connor was thrown to the side. His nose hit the wood and began to bleed freely. Terror overtook him, and Connor began to dig at the wood around him, tearing his fingernails, desperate to get out. Even the frigid cold of the underground river seemed better than the stifling confines of the sealed coffin.

      The panic subsided as quickly as it came, and Connor felt a deep lethargy. He stopped scrabbling at the sides of his coffin, suddenly content to relax in its warm, dark solitude. Whatever had happened, the coffin was moving again, bobbing and swaying with the current. Soothed by the rocking motion, Connor’s breathing slowed to the rhythm of deep sleep.

      Gradually, the movement of the coffin slowed. The box ceased its rocking. Connor heard a grinding noise, and the coffin shuddered to a stop. Several sharp tugs jostled him within the confines of the box, starting his nose bleeding again. He heard a splintering noise, and suddenly, sweet, fresh, cold air swept in to fill his lungs.

      “Connor.”

      The voice called to him from a far distance, at the very edge of hearing.

      “Connor.”

      The voice seemed closer now. It was insistent, but without any threat of danger. Connor resisted. Honeyed warmth enfolded him, and he drifted, completely relaxed, at the verge of wakefulness.

      “Wake now.” The words were a command. The warmth melted away, and Connor came alert.

      He lay in the wooden coffin. Its lid was open, and he saw at a glance that the cave roof above him was very different from the cavern where he had fallen asleep. Penhallow stood over him, dressed in dry clothing, although his long hair was wet. Penhallow extended a hand to Connor to help him sit up, and Connor realized the vampire’s skin was even colder than usual.

      “We’re out,” Penhallow said as Connor climbed out of the casket and wiped the blood from his face.

      “Safe?”

      Penhallow shrugged. “That’s yet to be determined.”

      Connor gave a sharp glance toward the water. “What happened? There was a moment when it felt like the box was being smashed to bits.”

      Penhallow looked chagrined. “My apologies. The current took your coffin out of my grip for a moment and pinned it against the river wall. The compulsion may have slipped a bit as my concentration was elsewhere until I could get you free.”

      Connor frowned. “How do we know Reese’s men aren’t waiting for us at the cave mouth?”

      “I’ve made a thorough scouting,” Penhallow said. “It’s safe… now,” he replied. Connor glimpsed a few flecks of blood on Penhallow’s shirt and wondered how many threats the vampire had eliminated.

      A third man stood on the riverbank beside another opened casket. Treven Lowrey stood watching them, with a look on his face as if he were not quite sure his lunch would stay down. Lowrey’s hard-angled features were more pinched-looking than usual, his wire-rimmed glasses were slightly askew, and his robes were wet at the hem.

      “So Treven showed up after all?” Connor asked, struggling to remember whether Lowrey had been present when he had been placed in his own coffin.

      “Kidnapped me, for all intents and purposes,” Lowrey grumbled, smoothing his long, gray hair where it had escaped from an untidy queue.

      Penhallow chuckled. “You also claimed that Traher had ‘kidnapped’ you when he merely rescued you from Pollard’s men. And now you think I’ve done the same. Honestly, Treven, aren’t you a wee bit happy to be out of the siege?”

      Lowrey glowered at him. “I’m not the least pleased about being packed up like a corpse. I don’t like water. And you know the kruvgaldur always makes me nauseous.”

      Penhallow barely hid a smile. “I could take you back.”

      Lowrey cast a nervous glance toward his sodden casket. “That’s all right. I’ll make do.” He reached into the coffin and took out a bulky knapsack. “I hope we don’t have far to walk. I don’t relish carrying these books.”

      “Books?” Connor questioned.

      Lowrey gave him a piercing look over the rim of his glasses. “Vigus Quintrel’s journal, and a few other items Penhallow and I agreed were too important to leave behind.”

      Penhallow reached into Connor’s coffin and withdrew two swords, scabbards, and sword belts that had been stowed for the journey. “Best to be prepared,” Penhallow added, handing one of the swords to Connor and belting on one of the weapons himself.

      Penhallow lifted one of the coffins and drove a fist through the wooden bottom, a move Connor was sure would have badly broken a mortal’s hand. After he had made a few more holes, he threw the coffin back into the water and watched it sink, then did the same with the second casket.

      “What was that for?” Lowrey demanded.

      Penhallow turned to look at Lowrey. “If anyone finds this cave, they won’t have an easy answer on how we escaped. Let them figure it out for themselves.”

      “Where do we go, assuming there isn’t an army outside waiting for us?” Connor asked. “Blaine could already be at Mirdalur.”

      Penhallow nodded. “Been and gone, I’m afraid,” he replied. “Geir’s been doing his best to keep me informed, although the kruvgaldur link works imperfectly over distance. Despite my attempt to warn them, it seems they went to Mirdalur and the attempt failed.”

      Connor looked at him sharply. “Did they survive?”

      Penhallow had begun walking toward the cave’s entrance. “Yes, although it wasn’t pleasant. I felt Geir’s pain through the bond.”

      “And now?” Connor asked, falling into step beside him.

      “The last sending from Geir was jumbled. There was a threat, and danger, but I couldn’t clearly read it.”

      “So we’re heading for Mirdalur? Or to Glenreith?” Connor scrambled to keep up with Penhallow’s long strides.

      “Neither,” Penhallow replied. “We’re going to Quillarth Castle – or what’s left of it.”

      They had reached the cave’s mouth. It was dark outside, and the evening was cold. Connor and Lowrey waited while Penhallow quickly scouted the area a second time.

      Before long, Penhallow returned. “Voss was mistaken: Reese’s men did know about this exit,” Penhallow said, and Connor noted that even in the moonlight, the talishte’s pallor had faded. Connor had come to know that usually meant Penhallow had recently fed well. “I’ve eliminated the problem, but we’d best get moving before anyone finds the bodies.”

      “What do you mean, we’re going to the castle?” Connor repeated in a whisper. He knew that he was quite loud enough for the talishte’s enhanced hearing. “What about Voss? Aren’t you going to get reinforcements or something?”

      Penhallow chuckled. “No, or at least not yet. Voss told me he was quite prepared to sit out a siege. Blaine McFadden needs our help much more, and to provide that, we need more information. If there’s anyone who knows how to bring back the magic, it’s Vigus Quintrel. He’s left a trail, and he left clues in your memory to help us track him down,” Penhallow said, with a pointed look at Connor. “And I have a feeling we can pick up Quintrel’s trail at the castle.”

      You mean Quintrel waylaid me, planted memories, and then made me forget – until I find the clues he’s left for me, Connor thought ill-humoredly. For months, Connor had feared that the gaps in his memory meant he had somehow betrayed his master, only to learn later that Quintrel had tampered with his mind to assure that essential information would survive the Cataclysm.

      Penhallow frowned. “What I don’t understand is how Quintrel’s magic continues to work on you, when other magic has vanished.”

      “It works because it wasn’t magic – or at least, not all magic,” Lowrey said. Connor and Penhallow looked at him.

      “Explain,” Penhallow said.

      “It’s possible to put a person into a trance and give him instructions – even instructions to be carried out later – without magic,” Lowrey said. “Quintrel was fascinated with the topic. According to him, it’s even possible to link the memories to a sight or sound that suddenly brings them back.” He shook his head. “I don’t claim to understand it, but Quintrel did.”

      He looked at Connor as if trying to peer into his thoughts. “That’s the beauty of the ‘buried treasure’ spell. It speeds up the process and makes the memories clearer and stronger. After that, the magic isn’t needed at all.” He frowned. “It wouldn’t matter now, since the suggestions he planted would still work – magic or not.”

      “It’s not a perfect system,” Connor mused. “Most of the time, the memories are fragments, just a sentence or two. If he was going to muck around in my mind, the least he could have done was made himself clear.”

      Lowrey chuckled. “It took a great deal of skill to leave you a trail of clues and the memories to unlock them,” he said. “Especially since he doled out the memories so they would be triggered by an object or a place.” He shook his head. “Maybe with all that going on, bits and pieces were all he could manage. And while they might be fragments, the clues he’s left you have been valuable.”

      “Quintrel vanished months ago,” Connor protested. “There’s no telling where he is – or even whether he survived the Great Fire.”

      “He survived,” Penhallow replied, tramping through the dry, tangled husks of the dead weeds that nearly obscured the area just beyond the cave opening. “In fact, I think Quintrel feared that something like the Great Fire might happen. Whether it was a premonition or just insight, I think he read the warning signals earlier than the rest of us and made plans accordingly. He wasn’t the only one to vanish.”

      Lowrey tugged on the hem of his robe to free it from a bramble bush. “No, he wasn’t,” he affirmed. “There were disappearances for over a year before the Great Fire. It seemed random. All people with some tie to magic, but not all mages, and even those who were mages weren’t particularly powerful. Researchers, historians, healers, people with a gift for creating elixirs or raising herbs for potions, and some people who didn’t seem likely at all.” From Lowrey’s tone, Connor wondered if the scholar-mage felt slighted by not being among those chosen to vanish.

      “Are you sure they all were spirited out by Quintrel?” Connor asked. “Maybe they had personal reasons for leaving. Or maybe they defected to Meroven when it started looking bad for our side.”

      Lowrey shrugged. “Perhaps. But it was wildly out of character for some of them. The vanishings were whispered about, and there was no shortage of theories.”

      “So why decide it was Quintrel?” Connor pressed.

      Lowrey looked at him over his wire-rimmed glasses. “Because as far as I could tell, every one of them had some tie to Vigus Quintrel. It was the only thing they all had in common. When Quintrel himself disappeared, I was certain he was behind it.”

      “Ever think maybe he just killed them?” Connor replied, out of sorts as they slogged through a half-frozen, marshy area.

      Penhallow chuckled, but Lowrey seemed to consider the possibility. “Doubtful,” Lowrey said after a moment’s reflection and shook his head. “Until he disappeared, Quintrel kept his position at the university in Castle Reach. Those who disappeared vanished from all over the kingdom.”

      “He could have hired assassins,” Connor persisted, jerking his boot free where it broke through the ice crust and threatened to sink into the muddy marsh.

      Lowrey glanced at Penhallow. “Is he always this suspicious?”

      “He’s spent most of his life at court, Treven,” Penhallow replied. “A suspicious nature is required for survival.” He paused. “Actually, I’ve considered all of the objections Connor raised. I’ve met Vigus on occasion. His magic was more than sufficient to land him an appointment to the king, but he managed to stay at the university instead. I read some of his research. It was excellent, but he wasn’t named a dean. I had the distinct impression that Vigus intentionally deflected attention away from himself. At the time, I thought he was overly modest. Now, I wonder if he hadn’t been planning something all along.”

      To Connor’s relief, they saw no more sign of the soldiers who were besieging Voss’s fortress, though they could hear the thud of catapults like distant thunder. They walked quite a distance in silence, keeping to the hedgerows along the road, alert for danger. Penhallow led them across the fields, and Connor was glad for the moonlight that helped him get his footing. As best he could tell, they were heading south, toward Castle Reach and the ruins of Quillarth Castle, though it would take more than a night’s walk to get there.

      Finally, Penhallow veered away from the road and headed down a long dirt lane rutted with carriage tracks. The road led to an old stone house. While not so grand or large as to be considered a manor, the house obviously belonged to someone of means. It was quite old, judging from both the height of the trees and mature plantings around it, and from the overgrowth of ivy that climbed its walls. Penhallow signaled for them to stop just as they reached the edge of the property.

      “I thought we were going to Quillarth Castle,” Connor protested in a hushed voice.

      “We are.”

      “This isn’t it.”

      Penhallow nodded. “No, it isn’t. Audun Tormond lives here. And if I’m right, he may know something that could help us.” He did not make any move to approach the house, and Connor looked around nervously.

      “What now?” Connor whispered.

      “We wait,” Penhallow replied. “I want him to scent us, to realize we mean no threat.”

      Connor’s throat tightened. “A talishte?”

      Penhallow nodded and Connor searched his expression, hoping to find some clue as to the nature of Penhallow’s relationship with this new vampire. He shot a nervous glance toward the old house. Despite Penhallow’s calm assurance, Connor felt unwelcome. The house seemed forbidding, and Connor had to fight his instincts to approach the door.

      The moonlight was bright enough that Connor could see the door swing partially open, revealing darkness inside. “We’ve been received,” Penhallow murmured. “Let’s go.” He looked from Lowrey to Connor. “And let me do the talking.”

      Lowrey exchanged a glance with Connor that gave Connor to believe they were in agreement for the first time in their short acquaintance. They followed Penhallow at a respectful distance. Connor felt his heart pound. He took a deep breath, hoping to still his blood so that it did not call out attractively to their unknown host, in case he might be feeling hungry.

      They stepped inside, and before Connor’s eyes could adjust to the darkness, he heard the sound of rushing air and was lifted off his feet by a hand that clutched his throat hard enough that he feared it might snap his neck.

      Within a heartbeat, a sword glinted in the moonlight, swinging with terrifying force, sinking deep into the arm that held Connor, and sending a shower of blood across Connor’s face and chest. Shouting curses, Connor’s attacker released him, and Connor sank to the floor, frozen by a mix of terror and sudden, overwhelming relief. Before he could take a second breath, Penhallow had interposed himself between Connor and the attacker. Lowrey sidestepped closer, so that he, too, was behind Penhallow.

      “Why did you bring them here?” The voice was a deep growl. “I dislike the company of mortals.”

      “Both these men are under my protection.” Penhallow’s voice was as cold as the steel he held. “You’re old enough in the Curse to feel that, Audun.”

      “You were always far too fond of mortals, Lanyon. Would you really challenge me, in my own home, on their account?”

      “Yes, I would. Do I have your word that you will not harm these men – or cause them to come to harm?”

      The silence seemed to last forever. “You have my word.”

      As Connor’s eyes adjusted, he could make out the silhouette of the speaker. The man was shorter by a head than Connor, and narrower in the shoulders. He took a step that moved him into the moonlight. His features had the look of a man in his fourth decade, but his dark brown eyes looked much, much older and his face was gaunt. Their reluctant host was dressed like a nobleman at leisure, judging by the fit and quality of his waistcoat and breeches. Yet something was off, and then Connor realized that both the cut and the material were long out of fashion.

      A rustling noise sounded in the darkness, and then a lantern illuminated the entranceway. Their host closed the door to the outside, and Connor’s heart seemed to skip a beat as he heard the lock latch. “You might as well come into the parlor,” the talishte said grudgingly. “I don’t care to stand here all night.”

      Penhallow gave a nod to Connor and Lowrey to follow, then led the way. As Connor dragged a sleeve across his face to wipe away the blood, he noted that Penhallow maneuvered to keep himself between the two mortals and their host. While Connor appreciated the protection, the fact that Penhallow felt obliged to shield them did nothing to quiet his fears.

      “Why have you come, Lanyon?” Audun asked.

      “I’m looking for Vigus Quintrel,” Penhallow replied.

      Audun looked up sharply. “The mage? I assumed he burned in the Great Fire. What use do you have for a mage?” He glanced at both Connor and Lowrey, and his gaze lingered on Lowrey.

      “Not just any mage,” Penhallow corrected. “One particular mage. I need to find Quintrel.”

      “Magic doesn’t work anymore, Lanyon.” Audun’s voice was clipped and his tone bordered on condescending. “Whatever Quintrel was before the Great Fire, he’s nothing special now, if he’s even still alive.”

      “I think Quintrel is alive,” Penhallow replied. “And I think he might hold the key to checking Pentreath Reese’s power.”

      At that, Audun’s eyes sparked, and his face became animated for the first time, twisting in disgust. “Why do you even mention Reese’s name in my presence? You know how I feel about him.”

      A tight smile touched the corners of Penhallow’s mouth. “Yes, Audun. I know. That’s why I thought you might help me. You, of all people, have an interest in seeing Reese brought to heel.”

      Audun’s gaze flickered to Connor and Lowrey, who both sat silently, attempting to avoid notice. “Such things shouldn’t be discussed in front of mortals.”

      “These two have already suffered much because of Reese.”

      “These mortals have suffered? And I’m to be impressed by that? You know what Reese has cost me, not in just one lifetime, but over centuries. And now you bring me mortals and ask for my pity?” Audun’s features were taut with anger, and his long eyeteeth were prominent. As the talishte’s anger grew, Connor felt as if the air in the room became heavier, more oppressive, like power coalescing.

      “I didn’t come to ask for pity,” Penhallow said sharply. “I came to ask for information. Reese intends to set himself up as a warlord now that there’s no magic to challenge him. Restore the magic, and the odds against Reese’s success improve dramatically.” He leaned forward. “No one hates Reese as much as you do. That should make it an easy decision. Help us, hurt Reese.”

      Audun met Penhallow’s gaze for a moment without moving, then finally looked away. “What do you want?”

      “Show him the map and the disk, Connor,” Penhallow said.

      Reluctantly, Connor did as he was told, withdrawing a thin wooden box and an obsidian amulet from beneath his shirt. From the box he withdrew an old parchment map. He passed the map and the disk wordlessly to Penhallow, who held them out to Audun.

      “This map came from the king’s library in Quillarth Castle, the night of the Great Fire,” Penhallow said as Audun studied it. “It’s one of the four maps Archmage Valtyr created, and the only one Nadoren didn’t steal from him. It marks places of strong and null magic on the Continent. At least one of the other three maps also survived and was taken all the way to Edgeland,” Penhallow added. “That map marks similar places of magic and no-magic at the top of the world, but what’s really interesting are the symbols. Can you make them out?”

      Audun looked at Penhallow crossly. “I can make them out. I just can’t read them.”

      “That’s because it’s a code,” Lowrey snapped, ignoring Penhallow’s order to remain silent. “Mages love riddles almost as much as magic. Valtyr tied the maps together with a code, and the disks hold the key.”

      Audun shrugged and handed the map back. “I only see one disk.”

      Penhallow nodded. “We have one. An associate of ours has another disk. Originally, there were thirteen disks, one for each of the Lords of the Blood.”

      Audun grew very still. “I haven’t heard that term for a long time.”

      “Your maker was already talishte when the Lords of the Blood met at Mirdalur, wasn’t he, Audun?” Penhallow said quietly.

      Audun closed his eyes and flinched, as if in momentary pain. “Yes. He was already quite old then.” He paused. “Sverre was not a Lord of the Blood.”

      “But he spoke of those times.” Penhallow’s comment was more statement than question. “He knew King Hougen. And he knew something of magic, too.”

      Audun nodded slowly, his eyes still closed, as if remembering the distant past. Finally, he opened his eyes, and his gaze bore the weight of ages. “My maker, Sverre, was a friend of King Hougen’s. Because of that friendship, Sverre brought his brood to stand watch while Hougen and the Lords of the Blood attempted to bind the wild magic at Mirdalur. Kierken Vandholt was another talishte who was present, and he was one of the Lords of the Blood,” Audun said with a look toward Penhallow. “That was before he became the Wraith Lord.”

      Audun turned the polished obsidian disk in his fingers, staring at it as if lost in its luster. “He spoke of disks like these, on the very few occasions when he spoke of that night at all. Each Lord of the Blood had a disk, artifacts that had been preserved from long ago, that the king’s astrologers said would help channel the power.

      “Hougen had no real idea what kind of power he was toying with. He’d heard tales of mages in the Cross-Sea Kingdoms who could harness magic to make it do their bidding. There were stories that the magic had been bound here on the Continent, and then lost. If that was true, there had been no magic for at least a hundred years. Hougen wanted that for himself, for the kingdom he intended to create.”

      “What happened that night, Audun? What did Sverre tell you?” Penhallow pressed, leaning forward.

      Audun’s gaze took on a faraway look. “He and his brood were on guard to assure that the king was not disturbed. They feared that one of the king’s rivals might bring a force against them. But the threat did not come from men.”

      Audun turned to meet Penhallow’s gaze. “Fire came down, as if by the hand of the gods that night,” he said quietly. “It struck all around, too quickly even for talishte to avoid. The wild magic held them motionless, in agony, and then it disappeared as quickly as it came.”

      He fell silent for a moment, and Connor feared Audun would not continue. Finally, Audun resumed his tale. “My maker had never seen power like that. He feared that, in the hands of mortals, it might be turned against our kind. And it was. Hougen did not betray him, but others did.”

      “What else did your maker say about that night? What of Hougen and the lords?” Penhallow prompted.

      “Hougen and the lords came out of the ritual chamber changed,” Audun replied. “Each of the Lords of the Blood found that a talent had been enhanced. For some, it was foresight. For others, battle prowess or healing skills, or the ability to navigate without the stars. For each lord, there was a special ability, even for Hougen, who after that could sense the truth in a man’s words. Many of the others, including my maker, also gained abilities.”

      “Was it just those who were present that night who gained the ability to control magic?” Again, Lowrey broke in, too engrossed in Audun’s tale to heed Penhallow’s warning. “Did the magic come to others?”

      Audun nodded. “Gradually, certain abilities became enhanced. Within a few generations, small magics were widespread, like being able to slow milk from spoiling or keep pests out of the grain. Powerful magic remained rare, and coveted. After that night at Mirdalur, the wild magic storms that often laid waste to the countryside grew scarce. The monsters were eventually destroyed. And the madness that the wild magic caused no longer gripped our people. Until the Great Fire, when the magic slipped from our grasp.”

      “What of the disks?” Penhallow asked intently. “Did your maker say more of them?”

      Audun grew quiet as he searched his thoughts. “Sverre told me that he heard the king speak to the Lords of the Blood and charge them to guard their disks well. He told them that their disks helped to bind the magic.”

      “Did Sverre believe the disks themselves held power?”

      Audun nodded again. “Yes, he did.” His expression grew sullen. “I’ve told you all I know.”

      “You’ve been very gracious,” Penhallow said smoothly. “I have one more question, and then we’ll trouble you no more.” He held out the map once again. “Take another look at this. Many of the places of power are familiar: Quillarth Castle, Mirdalur, the original fortresses of the Lords of the Blood.” He looked at Audun intently. “One of those places of power is also the tower of the Knights of Esthrane. The Knights had both mortal and talishte members, but all were mages. Do they still exist?”

      Audun handed back the map with a snap of his wrist. His dark eyes had grown cold, and his expression was grim. “You overstep, Lanyon, and meddle in things that are none of your business.” He cast a dark glance toward Connor and Lowrey. “Certainly not for mortals to know.”

      Audun’s voice sounded a warning that chilled Connor, but Penhallow appeared unfazed by their host’s sudden change of mood. He took back the map and rolled it up, slipping it back into its wooden box, then handed both the box and disk back to Connor. “You’ve been most helpful, Audun,” Penhallow said, as if nothing had happened. “I’m grateful.”

      “What do you have planned for Reese?” Audun asked. His eyes held a predatory glint, and his expression took on a sudden hunger.

      “As always, I plan to be a thorn in his side,” Penhallow replied, standing. Connor and Lowrey got to their feet as well, a mite too quickly to look unhurried. “Talishte like you and me function quite well amidst magic. Helps to maintain a balance of power. Without magic, there’s a void, and Reese would like to fill it.” Penhallow gave a casual shrug, as if the two vampires were not discussing anything more momentous than the weather. “I prefer to see Reese reined in.”

      “Leave the Knights to the legends, Lanyon. Let the dead stay buried.” There was no mistaking the warning in Audun’s tone.

      Penhallow’s smile made his sharp teeth plain. “Except that the dead don’t stay buried, do they, Audun? We don’t even stay dead.” With that, Penhallow ushered Connor and Lowrey from the house and into the night.
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      Once again, McFadden eluded you. How difficult can it be to catch one criminal – with a private army at your disposal?” Pentreath Reese did not raise his voice. Volume would not have magnified the anger, the barely harnessed power, the implied threat.

      Vedran Pollard kept what he hoped was a suitably neutral expression. Now that he was in his early fifties his dark hair had thinned, and what remained as a short-cropped fringe was sprinkled with gray. Pollard had been a military man in his youth, and it showed in his bearing. Tall, hawk-faced, with sharp gray eyes and angular, uncompromising features, he was accustomed to intimidating others to get what he wanted. He had set aside his cloak and wore a black coat and pants with the cut of a military uniform, though the jacket bore no insignia of any kingdom’s troops. These were the uniforms of Reese’s private army, the army Pollard commanded. And while at the moment the ‘army’ numbered no more than a few hundred, Pollard knew that Reese intended to build it into a mighty military machine.

      A glint of satisfaction in Reese’s eyes told him that the talishte had seen the flinch Pollard had tried not to display and been satisfied that the threat was delivered and understood.

      “The man is annoyingly lucky,” Pollard replied. “But all luck runs out eventually.”

      Reese stood near the fireplace, holding a goblet casually in one hand. He was dressed as if he had just come in from the hunt, with high leather boots and a well-fitted waistcoat. Reese looked to be in his late fourth decade, though Pollard knew that he was hundreds of years old. Reese was not of unusual height, nor uncommonly handsome. But he had a sense of presence that commanded the room. He was an imposing figure, even before one factored in his talishte speed, strength, and fighting skills.

      “I expected better from you, Vedran,” Reese said. “Your man failed me in Edgeland. McFadden lived to return. Once again, your traps failed at Mirdalur. You’ve failed to take Glenreith either by force or by diplomacy. You had better become useful to me soon, Vedran. Very soon.”

      Reese paused. “McFadden is an unwelcome distraction. I’d like to be done with him and move on.” He gave Pollard an evaluating look. “I want your full report of just how you intend to bring him to me.”

      Pollard fought down mortal fear and cursed himself for his weakness. He knew Reese could spot the smallest nuances of his stance, the most minor changes in his facial expression. That level of observation had long ago earned talishte the reputation for being able to read minds.

      Pollard removed the jacket of his uniform, moving deliberately to mask the way his hands shook. Slowly he turned up the cuff of his left sleeve, until his arm was exposed above the elbow. With more bravado than he felt, he thrust his bare arm forward. “See for yourself. The plan is solid.”

      Reese set aside his goblet and moved toward him at a leisurely pace Pollard knew was calculated to increase his own uneasiness. Pollard resisted the urge to brace himself, to close his eyes and stiffen, knowing it would make what was to come even worse, and that it would increase Reese’s satisfaction immensely.

      Reese lifted Pollard’s arm, and in one brutal blur of motion, he buried his fangs in the vein that throbbed in the hollow of his elbow. Pollard set his jaw, willing himself not to cry out. Reese increased the pressure of the bite, forcing the fangs deeper into Pollard’s arm.

      With every mouthful of blood that Reese drew, he also took in Pollard’s memories, his thoughts, his fears. Pollard knew that the process could be relatively painless. When Reese did not intend to make a point or inflict punishment, Pollard had experienced the bloodletting with minor injury and minimal pain. Today, Reese was angry, allowing his fangs to tear rather than puncture, taking more blood than Pollard guessed was necessary, until his head swam.

      Show me everything, Reese voice said in Pollard’s mind. He knew better than to resist. He had tried that once, early in his partnership with the vampire lord. Reese had broken through his mental barriers with sheer psychic force, then ransacked his thoughts like a thief rummaging through a chest of drawers. Reese had made certain that Pollard knew he had gained access to every hidden secret, every unpunished transgression, every mortifying memory. They all belonged to Reese now, to be wielded like weapons.

      Reese clamped down harder, and Pollard could not stifle a groan. Through the blood bond, he felt Reese’s satisfaction at the acknowledgement. Pollard tried to remain completely still, tried to keep his mind totally blank, tried to vacate his body until the ‘reporting’ was complete.

      Pollard’s breathing was fast and shallow, and his heart was thudding. He had seen what happened to the people Reese deemed no longer useful. More than once, Pollard had seen men drained beyond the ability to be revived, left as empty husks. Worse, he knew something of just how Reese could bend the blood bond, the kruvgaldur, to his will.

      In the cells below Reese’s fortress at Westbain were other wretches who had displeased the talishte lord. They were fed upon regularly by Reese’s vampire guards, but their real punishment was within their own skulls: the tampered, heightened memories Reese had left them of their greatest fear, their most crippling pain, compulsive thoughts that drove them mad.

      Reese tore his mouth free, leaving a deep gash in Pollard’s arm. His mouth was bloody, something else Pollard knew was for show. He had seen Reese take blood for reporting or for feeding with not a drop spilled. Reese spat into his palm and pressed a bit of the spittle against Pollard’s savaged skin. The skin began to close over rapidly, but Pollard was a veteran of such things and he knew that while Reese had provided enough of his spit to close the wound, it was not sufficient to quicken the deep healing. He’d intended Pollard to be left with a painful injury that would take time to heal and produce a wicked bruise as a memento. All the better to make his point.

      “Your report is complete,” Reese said, licking his lips as his fangs retracted. “Understand this: I want McFadden stopped before he can make another attempt at bringing back the magic. Bring him to me. I want to know what he knows.”

      “We’ve got spies all over Donderath with instructions to kill him on sight,” Pollard replied. “It’s going to be hard to get the message out to them that there’s been a change of plans.” It took all of Pollard’s strength not to let the vertigo claim him. The loss of blood, the imposition of Reese’s will, and then the sudden removal of his presence swirled Pollard’s thoughts and blurred his vision.

      Reese shrugged. “That’s your problem. Make it happen.”

      “I understand,” Pollard replied, his voice as steady as he could make it.

      “I’ll have your horse ready at daybreak. Go back to your men and this time, get it right.”

      “I understand,” Pollard repeated. He knew Reese could feel how weak he was right now, how close to losing consciousness, and wondered if Reese intended to humiliate him by keeping him standing in the warm parlor until his knees buckled and he dropped to the ground.

      “Leave me,” Reese commanded.

      Pollard forced down the impulse to run, made himself cross the short distance to the door slowly to preserve the shred of dignity he retained. He made his way up the stairs, trying to cling to the balustrade without looking as it were the only thing holding him upright. He reached his room, shut the door behind him, and fell to his knees as his vision went gray.

      Damn, damn, damn, damn! Pollard thought. The vertigo was winning, so he eased himself down onto his back, nursing his injured arm. He lay staring at the ceiling. Before the Great Fire, the ceiling had been a work of art, plastered with an elaborate design of cornices and embellishments.

      Now, the fine old ceiling was cracked the width of the room, with bare spots where a number of the geometric three-dimensional plaster shapes had fallen. Reese’s home sustained less damage than many of the other manor houses. But the telltale signs were all around: a fire-damaged wing and burned dependencies. Scorch marks on the stone, new repairs, or places where repairs had not been done at all. Cracks that ran through the thick stone walls, a testimony to the sheer power of the magical strike. Pollard’s own manor had fared much worse.

      Precious good your own title is doing you, Lord Pollard, his own voice mocked in his mind. Who holds the reins – and who wears the bit?

      Pollard’s right hand dug his fingers into the thick pile of the carpet in frustration, and he murmured a litany of curses. After a few moments, the worst of the vertigo passed. Pride more than prudence forced him to his feet. He staggered and dropped heavily into a chair near the fireplace. It did not surprise him to find a bottle of fine brandy and a crystal glass waiting for him, as well as a selection of cheeses and a platter of roasted venison, still warm from the kitchen. Such was the nature of fealty to Pentreath Reese, a dizzying swing between generosity and fear.

      Pollard stripped off his shirt and threw it to the ground. It was spattered with blood, and he had no intention of wearing it when he went to meet with his men. Thus far, the humiliations Reese chose to deliver had been private, and Pollard intended to keep it that way as long as possible. Knowing Reese, there would be a fresh shirt hanging in the wardrobe, perhaps with an entirely new cloak and pants as well. Generous. And terrifying at the same time, Pollard thought.

      Pollard distracted himself by focusing on his dinner. Though Reese had no need to eat, he maintained a kitchen staff that was the equal of that of any of the great houses. It was whispered that Reese’s title had been purchased, not earned, and that his wealth had been extorted over the centuries. Perhaps. If so, Reese had learned how to handle himself with as true an aristocratic mien as any of the lords of Donderath. Now, with the kingdom in ruins, the provenance of a man’s title mattered little. Except, perhaps, in the case of Blaine McFadden.

      Pollard finished the venison and washed it down with half of the brandy before his nerves felt steady enough for him to sleep and the ache in his arm had dulled. He wondered, as he climbed into the high four-poster bed, whether Reese had tampered with his dreams, but his sleep, when it came, was untroubled.

      The next morning, Pollard’s mood was sour as he rode back to his encampment. He dismounted and thrust the reins into the hands of a waiting groom, then strode toward his tent. Inside, he allowed himself a deep breath, trying to put the horrors of the previous night behind him. The canvas tent was a mark of both rank and privilege. It was twice as large as the officers’ tents, big enough for a table and chairs for strategy meetings and a few portable luxuries: throw rugs, a small silver set for serving fet, pewter drinking goblets, and a brassbound trunk with a selection of what brandy and spirits could still be found.

      A pot of water boiled on a small brazier in the center of the room. The brazier took the chill off the tent, although with the days growing shorter and solstice not far off, the harshest days of winter were yet to come, and the most comfortable tent would not afford the warmth of a real house.

      “Welcome back, Lord Pollard,” Kerr said, bustling through the tent flap. He bent immediately to take the steaming kettle from the brazier, pouring it over the dark syrup in the silver pot to make the strong, bitter drink that would clear Pollard’s head and revive him.

      “What did I miss?”

      “Nothing but the usual drills and the incessant archery practice,” Kerr replied, unflappable despite Pollard’s moods. “I’ve set out a bit of sausage and dried fruit in case your lordship did not have a chance to eat before you left Lord Reese’s fortress.” Without a word, Kerr helped Pollard out of his cloak, not needing to be told to be gentle with Pollard’s wounded left arm.

      Under any circumstances, Kerr would have been frighteningly efficient. But without ever acknowledging what he knew or letting on to how he came by the knowledge, Kerr understood that visits to Reese took a toll on Pollard. Kerr made it a point to have food ready, a hot pot of fet waiting, and a box of bandages and ointment discreetly set out on Pollard’s cot. Pollard suspected that his valet had discerned the nature of Pollard’s fealty to Reese one of the times Kerr had bandaged him after a battle and could not help but have seen the scars of old puncture marks on Pollard’s skin.

      “Thank you, Kerr.”

      Kerr handed Pollard a cup of the steaming, strong mixture, and Pollard let the vapors rouse him for a moment before he lifted the cup to his lips. “Per your instructions, m’lord, I’ve notified your commanders to meet with you at tenth bells. Is there anything else you require?”

      “That will be all,” Pollard said, his voice flat, a mixture of distraction and exhaustion. Meeting with Reese always had that effect on him, just another reminder of who really held the power. Pollard downed the rest of his cup of fet as Kerr left the tent, then poured a second cup to steady his nerves before sitting down on his cot beside the box of bandages.

      He set his cup aside, eased himself gingerly out of his uniform jacket, and rolled up his sleeve. Although the skin was already healed, the middle of his arm, from a handsbreadth above his elbow to the same distance below the joint, was swollen and purpled. He winced as his fingers brushed the wound, and the arm hurt when bent. Pollard dug in the box for some of the powders the healer had supplied to dull the pain without dulling his wits, and he added an ample dosage to his already-bitter fet.

      Pollard had just finished the food Kerr had set out for him and drained the last of the pot of fet when the others arrived. Each man paused in the door of the tent to make a shallow bow before entering, then took his place at the small portable table.

      “Reconnaissance report,” Pollard snapped.

      Captain Anton, a dark-haired man in his early thirties, looked up as if he had been expecting the command. “We’ve increased the watch on all roads leading from Glenreith toward Castle Reach and the eastern cities,” Anton reported.

      “Why not on all roads, Captain?”

      Anton grimaced. “There’s nothing to the west of Glenreith except farmland, least not for quite a ways out. We’ve only got so many men, m’lord. They’re stretched thin as it is.”

      “How did McFadden get past your men to reach Mirdalur?” Pollard demanded.

      Chagrin flashed across Anton, and then resignation. “They disguised themselves as tinkers, m’lord. We’d not blockaded the roads, merely kept a watch for McFadden. Now that we know he’s willing to move in disguise, we’ll watch more closely.”

      He paused. “Your orders had been to patrol but not raise suspicions,” he added, a touch of defensiveness coloring his tone. “Stopping and searching all travelers is bound to raise questions, as well as protest.”

      Pollard swore under his breath. “Lord Reese doesn’t want to tip his hand as to the strength of his forces – at least, not yet,” he replied. “Some discretion is necessary, I agree.” His tone hardened. “Yet I am quite certain Lord Reese would prefer to smooth over the ruffled feathers of a few villagers or motley caravans in order to apprehend McFadden and his companions.”

      “Noted, sir.”

      “Berit,” Pollard said, turning his attention to the next officer at the table.

      “Sir.”

      “I’d like to know exactly how McFadden and a handful of men managed to outfight your soldiers and get free.”

      Berit was a blond man with the manner and look of a dockhand. His hair was cut short for a helm, making his neck appear even thicker than it was. A scar ran across the left side of his face, from the bridge of his nose across one cheek. His right temple was still bruised from the altercation with McFadden’s group, and his eye was blackened.

      “It wasn’t just McFadden and his guards, sir,” he replied. “We got attacked by another force of armed men who joined in the middle of the fight.” He paused. “Gods’ truth, m’lord, I think the second group happened upon the battle. We couldn’t make out their uniforms. They were a mangy lot, but they fought like real soldiers, and they were better armed than I’d have expected from their appearance.”

      Pollard began to pace. “So you’re telling me, Captain, that you were fighting with McFadden and his guards and a second set of soldiers appeared, out of nowhere, and took up McFadden’s part?”

      Berit nodded. “Aye, that’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “What makes you think they weren’t with McFadden all along?”

      “They didn’t hail him or join ranks with his men, sir,” Berit replied after taking a moment to replay the scene in his mind. “They fired on us from a distance and ordered us back. I believe they thought we were brigands attacking a group of peddlers.”

      Pollard shook his head. “Amazing. McFadden and his convict friends get rescued by a group of wandering soldiers looking to rid the kingdom of highwaymen?”

      Berit looked abashed, but he nodded once more. “I don’t say that it makes sense, m’lord, but then again, few things do these days.”

      “So where is McFadden now?”

      Berit shifted in his chair. “Our survivors retreated, then we sent back a scout. Once we were gone, the other soldiers moved in and captured McFadden’s men, then marched them all back to their camp.”

      “How in the name of the gods did your scouts miss the camp of rogue soldiers?” Pollard thundered.

      Berit stiffened his spine. “Like McFadden, they weren’t keeping to the main roads. Their camp was set back, out of sight, and more of a beggars’ village than a proper army encampment. There were more of them than there were of our men, so we fell back to await new orders.”

      Pollard ran a hand through his thinning hair. The terror of his encounter with Reese was still fresh in his memory. “Unless you’d like to explain, in person, to Lord Reese how McFadden keeps escaping your men, I suggest you adjust your patrols,” he replied.

      Fear and defiance sparked in Berit’s eyes, but the man merely nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      Pollard looked to the third man, Nilo Jansen, his second- in-command. Nilo was small and wiry, with dark eyes that missed nothing and hair close-shorn in a soldier’s cut. Inventive, ruthless, and fiercely loyal, Nilo was one of the few people Pollard trusted to have his back.

      “What have we heard about Penhallow?” Pollard asked.

      Nilo smiled, reminding Pollard of one of the fish he had seen down on the wharves, a monstrous thing with a maw of needle-sharp teeth. “He hasn’t been back to Rodestead House since the Great Fire. It’s empty, badly damaged, and even his mortal servants appear to have left for good. Our talishte soldiers burned out one of his crypts and nearly caught McFadden in the process, but we know we injured several of Penhallow’s people and killed more than a few of his brood.”

      “Good,” Pollard grunted, “but not quite good enough.”

      Nilo nodded in agreement. “We put watchers on places he had been known to go and people he was known to contact. We managed to bottle him up inside Traher Voss’s fortress, along with the mortal who’s been traveling with him, Lord Garnoc’s former assistant.”

      Pollard looked up. “So you have him pinned down with Voss?”

      Nilo sighed. “No. Voss is a clever bastard. I’ve had reports that Penhallow and his servant and a man my source couldn’t identify have been seen since then. I don’t know how, but they got out.”

      The sheer audacity made Pollard smile. “That’s why he was one of the most successful mercenaries Donderath ever fielded.” The smile faded. “What of the siege?”

      Nilo shrugged. “Still under way, for all the good it does us.”

      Pollard let loose a lengthy stream of curses. Nilo and the others sat motionless, their faces showing no expression until Pollard had vented his frustration. “Lord Reese tires of excuses and failures,” he growled. “Surely one talishte cannot outrun this entire army?”

      When they said nothing, he felt his temper rise. “I want Penhallow! Do whatever you have to do to bring him down. Kill the servant, but stake Penhallow in the heart and bring him to me. Lord Reese wants to question him.”

      Despite the cold outside, the tent had grown warm, or at least, Pollard thought, his anger had raised his own temperature until sweat beaded his brow. “And to the man who brings me Blaine McFadden, a dozen gold pieces. Maybe that will put some incentive into the soldiers if orders and the wrath of Lord Reese aren’t enough.”

      “Aye, sir.”

      Pollard turned away. “Berit. Anton. Return to your men. Nilo, a word in private.”

      They remained silent until the two other men were gone. Pollard sank down into a campaign chair near the brazier and took out a bottle of brandy and two pewter cups. His temper had stirred his heartbeat so that his wounded arm ached afresh. Pollard poured a measure of whiskey into both glasses and held one out to Nilo.

      “Have a drink.” It was more an order than an offer, and Nilo walked around the table, pulling up a chair to join Pollard. He accepted the whiskey and eyed Pollard with concern.

      “I take it the meeting with Reese went badly.”

      Pollard knocked back the whiskey in his glass and poured another. “What do you think?”

      “How badly?”

      Pollard let his head fall back and studied the ceiling of his tent for a moment before speaking. “Lord Reese does not tolerate continued failure.”

      Nilo cursed. “He took blood?”

      Pollard drew up his sleeve, and Nilo gave a soft whistle. Nilo leaned forward, swirling the whiskey in his cup. “Mirdalur wasn’t the first place magic was raised. According to my sources, it’s not the only place it can be raised again. Reese didn’t invent this whole story about McFadden being a Lord of the Blood.” He drained his own cup. “It’s true. And if the gods so will it and the stars align, it’s possible he could bring the magic back.”

      “If that happens, Reese loses his bid to become the dominant warlord on the Continent,” Pollard replied, eyeing the bottle and deciding there wasn’t enough whiskey in Donderath to make him feel better. “And I lose my chance at the crown.”

      Nilo nodded. “All our preparations are for naught if McFadden survives long enough to bring back the magic.”

      Pollard let out a long breath. “Reese wants McFadden brought to him alive, so he can drain his knowledge with his blood, know what he knows.”

      “It would be better for our plans if McFadden died sooner,” Nilo said quietly. They both knew they were skirting a dangerous topic, and that Reese was not forgiving of disobedience.

      “I have no way to give my spies revised orders,” Pollard replied. “If McFadden dies before I can update them – well, such things are unfortunate.” He turned his cup in his hand as he thought. “Without McFadden, Glenreith will have no choice but to accept my offers. And I will finally have my revenge on Ian McFadden.”

      “Unless Reese loses,” Nilo said.

      Pollard frowned. “If he loses, and we’re really, really lucky, we’ll be dead.”
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      “Give us our weapons back!” Blaine demanded. “If we’re being attacked by talishte, then Reese won’t stop until he’s taken us. That’s what he’s after. I don’t know if we can win, but we can damn well give him a good fight.”

      Niklas Theilsson nodded and bent to retrieve the weapons his men had confiscated from Blaine and his friends. Blaine paused when he had belted on his sword. “I’m sorry we brought this on you.”

      Niklas shot back a roguish smile. “Why apologize? It’s like old times: you, me, and trouble.”

      “But do there have to be vampires?” Piran grumbled. “I hate fighting vampires.”

      Kestel caught Blaine by the arm as he moved for the doorway. “You’re not going out there, are you? If you die, the magic might be gone for good.”

      Blaine met her gaze. “I’m not going to let Niklas or his men get killed on my account. What’s my option? If it’s Reese out there, he’ll find me no matter where I hide. I can’t outrun talishte. At least in a fight, I’ve got a chance.”

      Piran clapped him on the shoulder. “My thoughts exactly. Let’s go whack off some vampire heads, shall we?”

      Niklas had already sprinted from the tent, shouting orders as he rallied his men. Blaine and the others followed, weapons at the ready. Outside, the camp was in chaos. Blaine saw one of Niklas’s soldiers thrown a dozen feet as casually as a child might toss a rag doll. The soldier lay crumpled where he fell. Across the camp, soldiers shouted and cursed as they tried to fight an enemy that moved too quickly for them to see.

      Tents appeared to explode, ripped from their moorings and thrown up in the air. Torches were doused with dirt or water, giving the advantage to the talishte who did not need light to see.

      A few feet away, a soldier screamed as he was lifted a dozen feet into the air, vainly attempting to strike at his attacker with his sword. With a rush of air, the man fell, landing with a thud. A few tent rows to the right, another man rose screaming into the sky, his attacker seeming to be no more than shadow. He, too, fell back to the ground, shouting and flailing.

      Blaine and Piran headed one direction, Kestel and Dawe in the other. Verran ran low, keeping to the shadows, scouting for trouble, his knife clutched in his hand.

      Blaine caught movement out of the corner of his eye and slashed with his sword, anticipating his attacker’s movement. The blade caught and held for a moment, though Blaine saw only a blur before the sword came free, its edge bloodied.

      “You got one!” Piran shouted.

      “No good if you don’t take the head or heart,” Blaine grated, glancing around warily.

      Something moved, close on the left. “Run!” Blaine shouted, as he and Piran began sprinting toward the center of the camp, where the fighting was heaviest. Around them were the bodies of injured soldiers who lay where they had been thrown from the sky. Tents littered the ground, flung aside as the attackers ripped them from their tethers, or kicked to the side as desperate soldiers fought to free themselves when the canvases dropped like nets from above.

      Piran stopped to bend over an injured soldier. “Where are you hurt?”

      “Leg’s broken. It twisted when I fell.”

      “Were you bitten?”

      “Gods, no! I’d know, wouldn’t I? By Esthrane, I’m not going to be turned, am I?” For an instant, fear surpassed his pain.

      “You’d know,” Piran said grimly. “I’ll send someone back for you when I can,” he promised, then rose and sprinted to rejoin Blaine.

      “If it’s Reese attacking, he’s changed his tactics,” Piran observed. “Compared to the way his people fought the last time, they’re playing nicely. No head-ripping, no throat-gouging.”

      Blaine and Piran were fighting back-to-back, barely keeping the swiftly moving attackers at bay. Blaine’s mouth set in a hard line as he swung his sword, and more than once, he managed to strike an attacker on the shoulder or arm despite the talishte’s greater speed.

      “They don’t have to stop until dawn. But we can’t keep up the fight that long,” Blaine replied through gritted teeth.

      Just then, a hoarse scream cut through the night air. Blaine turned to see Dawe in the grip of one of the talishte attackers, struggling to get free as his assailant lifted him into the air above the melee. Kestel grabbed Dawe’s fallen crossbow, but there was no way for her to get off a clean shot without striking Dawe, and by the potent curses she screamed, it was clear she realized the standoff. Blaine steeled himself, expecting the talishte to drop Dawe as the attackers had let all their victims fall, but this time, the vampire kept rising, disappearing into the night sky with Dawe in his grip.

      “They’re looking for us,” Piran said as a trio of talishte came at them. “That’s why they took Dawe instead of dropping him.”

      From across the commons, Verran gave a sharp cry as he was lifted into the night. “Get out of here!” he shouted, twisting in vain to get loose before he and the talishte ascended too high for a safe fall.

      Around them, men scrambled to evade the fast-moving talishte only to be seized and dropped. Across the vista of flattened tents and ruined wagons, Blaine saw men struggling to rise from where they had fallen or limping away from the thick of battle. Some charged back into the fray despite their injuries. Yet as Blaine surveyed the damage, nowhere did he see heads severed from bodies or throats torn open. In fact, he realized, he saw no corpses at all, just soldiers injured enough to take them out of the fight.

      “It’s not Reese,” Blaine said. “These aren’t Reese’s men.”

      “How in Raka can you be sure?” Piran shouted above the noise.

      Blaine stepped away from Piran and let his sword fall.

      “What are you doing? Have you lost your mind?” Piran shouted, rushing to interpose himself between Blaine and a talishte who was heading their way.

      “Nobody needs to get hurt,” Blaine said. “It’s a misunderstanding.”

      “Reese is messing with your mind, Mick. Get your godsdamned sword!”

      The talishte stopped just out of reach of Piran’s sword. “We’re here to get your people out safely,” the vampire said. “Geir’s waiting.”

      “Geir?” Piran said, lowering his sword just a bit.

      “That’s why the soldiers aren’t getting killed,” Blaine replied. “Why they aren’t fighting like Reese’s men. They’re just trying to get us out of here.

      “Call off the attack,” he said, turning to the talishte. “The soldiers are on our side. We’re not captives.”

      “Geir won’t believe it unless you tell him yourself,” Piran said, lowering his sword the rest of the way. “Go. Get Geir to call off his troops, and I’ll find Niklas and get him to have his men stand down.”

      “Ready?” the talishte asked. But before Blaine could reply, strong hands seized him in a vice grip. They lifted up from the ground so quickly that Blaine felt his stomach lurch, and then the movement made everything around him a dark blur until finally the talishte set him down lightly at the edge of a copse of trees not far from the camp. Geir was waiting for him, looking worried. Verran and Dawe were behind him, and from the sound of it, they were already arguing for a cease-fire.

      Geir stepped toward Blaine. The talishte was tall and slender, dressed in black, with dark hair that fell shoulder-length. He took in Blaine’s appearance with a worried look. “What’s going on? I found shelter for the day when you were hidden in the barn, and when I woke, you were captives. I feared the soldiers belonged to Pollard, so I returned as soon as I could gather enough of Penhallow’s brood in the hope I could free you.”

      “Great idea. Much appreciated. Only the soldiers turned out to be good guys. Captain’s an old friend. We need to stop the attack. They’re on our side – or they were, before this,” Blaine replied.

      Geir’s eyes took on a distant look, and for a moment, Blaine wondered if the other had heard him. Then the talishte roused and returned his gaze to Blaine. He looked skyward as several dark shapes grew closer, then set down near the forest’s edge. “All my men have been recalled.”

      Blaine let out a long breath. “Now somehow we’ve got to explain to Niklas that you were trying to save us from him, after his soldiers saved us from Pollard.”

      Geir winced. “My apologies, although that is insufficient.”

      Blaine shrugged. “You came to a logical conclusion. Under different circumstances, I’d be grateful for the rescue. But we’ve got to patch things up because if Reese and Pollard do attack, it would be helpful if your people and Niklas’s soldiers all know they’re on the same side.” He met Geir’s gaze. “But we’d better get back, or, if I know Niklas, he’ll send a war party after us.”

      Within half a candlemark, Blaine and Geir stood within sight of Niklas’s encampment, far enough away to be out of range of archers. They stood side by side, with Verran and Dawe behind them. A line of soldiers stood on guard, and after a moment, Niklas Theilsson stepped out in front. Just behind the line, Blaine spotted Piran and Kestel.

      “What’s going on, Blaine? We were trying to protect you.” Niklas looked as angry as Blaine had ever seen him.

      Blaine moved forward. “And these particular talishte were trying to protect us from you. They knew we’d been taken away from the barn. The last soldiers they’d encountered were Pollard’s.”

      Niklas glared at Geir. “I’ve got men who were dropped out of the sky or thrown across the compound, a camp that’s been torn apart, and you’re telling me it was all just a mistake?”

      “No one got killed, Niklas. Geir’s talishte were being careful. They could have made it a bloodbath,” Blaine said. “If they’d have walked up to the camp and asked nicely, what would your guards have done?”

      “Put a quarrel through their chests,” Niklas growled. He eyed Geir and the other talishte as if unconvinced of their intentions.

      “While we stand out here yelling back and forth, we’re vulnerable to a real attack,” Blaine replied. “Will your men accept a truce? It’s still a long way home, and we’ll be stronger together.”

      It was plain from Niklas’s expression that he wasn’t happy with the idea, but after a moment, he turned and shouted orders to his men. It might have been years since Blaine had last seen his friend, but he had not forgotten just how stubborn Niklas could be.

      “You have your truce,” Niklas snapped. “But it’s probably best if the talishte keep their distance until tempers cool and we get the camp functioning again.”

      “Understood.”

      Blaine turned back to Geir as Niklas walked away. “Since we’re the cause of the attack, the least my people can do is help them put the camp back together. Tomorrow, perhaps things will have cooled down. I hope to convince Niklas to ally with us.”

      “Raising an army?”

      “Why not? Pollard and Reese have their own soldiers. And they’ll be back to attack us. Niklas needs a lord to serve now that the king is dead. We could use the help. Better to have them with us than go it alone.”

      Geir nodded. “I can’t fault your logic, but I’d feel more sure of our next steps if Penhallow were here.”

      “Does your bond give you any idea of where he is?” Blaine watched Geir for a clue to the talishte’s thoughts, and as usual, saw nothing.

      “Whatever situation had put him in danger, I have the distinct feeling that Penhallow and Connor escaped,” Geir replied. “And an impression that they would rejoin us, after they accomplish… something.”

      “No idea what?”

      Geir shook his head. “As I’ve mentioned, the kruvgaldur is imperfect, especially at a distance. Flashes of strong emotion, brief pictures send much better than actual words.”

      Blaine grimaced. “So they’ll show up when they show up,” he said, making no effort to hide his impatience. A sudden thought struck him. “Geir, did your party encounter any scouts?”

      Geir frowned. “Two. I used the glamour to put them to sleep. I thought you might want to question them. They’re unconscious and bound just beyond the tree line.” He seemed to see something in Blaine’s expression that made him wary. “Why?”

      “One of them may be my brother.” Blaine turned to Verran and Dawe. “Go give Niklas a hand on the cleanup and tell Kestel and Piran what’s going on. I’ll be there as soon as I see whether Carr is among the guards.”

      Dawe and Verran strode off toward Niklas’s camp while Blaine accompanied Geir back to the forest. Two men in tattered, dirty uniforms lay bound and gagged on the ground. As Blaine approached, he found that he was holding his breath.

      Carr was just a child when I was exiled. Will I even recognize him? Blaine wondered, feeling his stomach tighten.

      He looked at the two unconscious men. One man was pale as moonlight, his face framed by lank hair the color of dried blood. No recognition stirred in Blaine’s mind, and his worry rose. He turned his attention to the other man. The second was tall and lean, and while he was still shy of twenty seasons by several years, his body had been toned and hardened by war. Muddy brown hair fell across one cheek, but even so, Blaine felt his throat tighten at the surge of recognition. “That’s Carr,” he said, his voice tight.

      Geir lifted the first man in his arms as if the soldier were a child. “I’ll take this one out where the others are, and I’ll lift the compulsion on your brother. Give him a moment or two to rouse. And be careful if you cut his bonds: he may wake fighting.”

      “One more thing we have in common,” Blaine murmured, thinking of how many times Piran and Dawe had complained back in Edgeland that Blaine often woke from dark dreams thrashing and struggling.

      Geir disappeared among the trees and Blaine was glad for the privacy, though now that the reunion awaited, he found himself at a total loss for words. With a sigh, Blaine knelt next to Carr, who was beginning to stir. Drawing his knife, he cut the bonds on Carr’s wrists and ankles, took Carr’s sword and the long knife that hung from his belt, then stood back. He sheathed his knife but stood ready for an attack should Carr suddenly launch himself at his ‘captor.’

      Carr struggled awake as the talishte’s compulsion cleared from his head. His eyes blinked and he stood up quickly, defensive and reaching for his missing weapons.

      “You’re safe,” Blaine said quietly.

      Carr’s eyes were wild with fear and rage. But as he fixed on Blaine’s features, Carr sat back down with a thud and the blood drained from his face. “Oh gods above, I’m dead, aren’t I?”

      “You’re not dead.”

      “Blaine? You can’t be Blaine. My brother’s dead, gone to Velant. People don’t come back from Velant.”

      “I did.”

      Carr reached again for his weapons, and this time he met Blaine’s gaze with suspicion. “Why take my blades, brother?” There was no mistaking the skepticism and mistrust in the last word, and Blaine winced.

      “I’ve awakened a time or two fighting my way out of nightmares. My mates objected to getting slugged for no fault of their own,” Blaine said with a shrug. “Your weapons are here for you.”

      “Why did you come back?” Now that he was fully awake, Carr studied his brother with a dark glare.

      “Long story better told when we’re somewhere else,” Blaine replied. He toed the weapons closer to Carr and stepped back. “Niklas will want to know you’re safe.”

      “Does he know about you?” Carr moved for his weapons without taking his eyes off Blaine, still alert for deception.

      “He knows. And before you ask, the talishte who captured you are on our side. They meant no harm. They thought Niklas had captured my friends and me.”

      Carr snatched his weapons and moved backward, out of reach. “‘Our side’? I don’t know whose side you’re on yet.”

      “There isn’t time —”

      Carr’s expression twisted with anger. “I was on patrol and got attacked by a pack of bloodsuckers. Now I wake up and my dead brother is back, talking to me like I’m still a child. For all I know, those damned biters got inside my head and you’re not even real.”

      Blaine extended his right hand. “I’m real enough, Carr. But we need to get out of here.”

      Carr sprang from where he crouched, landing a fist to the side of Blaine’s jaw hard enough that Blaine staggered back a step. Blood started from his lip. Unwilling to harm Carr, Blaine fell into a defensive stance but did not draw his sword. Carr stepped back, flexing and clenching the fingers of his right hand at the pain of the blow.

      “You’re solid. Doesn’t mean you’re real.”

      “By Torven’s horns! What was that for? I’m your brother for the gods’ sake.”

      “The brother who left us to starve? Dammit, Blaine, I know why you killed Father. I know he dishonored Mari. Gods above, I was sick enough of his beatings. But without Father, and without you, Aunt Judith and Mari and I had nothing left. The scandal meant that almost no one would trade with us, sell to us, buy our surplus crops. We were outcasts, unwelcome at court, and even the village peasants spit when we crossed their paths!” Carr was shouting now, and while his face was red with anger, tears glistened at the corners of his eyes. “We lost everything!”
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