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Weighed down by the thick iron boots, Kalia’s feet dragged on the cobbles. Heavy iron gauntlets enclosed her hands. Metal chains ran from these and into the hands of the two legionnaires who were escorting her along the corridor.

They have done this because they are afraid of me, she told herself.

One of the chains pulled tight, yanking painfully at her arm. Kalia almost fell, but recovered and stumbled on.

But I am not afraid of you, she thought.

She almost believed it.

The soldiers, dressed all in black, soft-soled and silent, had come for her in the middle of the night. They’d clamped the metal gloves and boots over her hands and feet before she’d been fully awake.

“What is the meaning of this?” she’d demanded as they’d hauled her from her bed.

Saying nothing, the legionnaires had shoved her through the door and into the hallway beyond.

“When the king hears of this . . .” she’d started to say. Then, seeing the savage amusement on their faces, she’d stopped.

Brutan will learn of this soon enough. Until then, I will do nothing to provoke them.

They dragged her through the secret ways of Castle Tor, avoiding the public passages and keeping to the narrow tunnels hidden deep within the massive stone walls. They held her arms tight, wrenching her shoulders with every turn. As she plunged deeper into darkness, Kalia’s fear bloomed like a sick, black rose.

Soon the cobbles gave way to flint flagstones. Kalia’s iron boots scraped along, creating sparks that flickered on the tunnel walls. After two more painful turns, the tunnel ended at a wide arch plugged by a stout wooden door. Etched into the timbers was an image of a crown with three points.

The crown of Toronia.

The crown of the king.

He sent them! Brutan sent them! And now he’s waiting behind that door, waiting for his prize!

“I would have come,” she said. “If you’d told me the king wanted to see me, I would have come willingly. Why would I not?”

She tossed back her disheveled red-gold hair, hoping she sounded defiant. Yet dread congealed in the pit of her stomach. . . . Why did Brutan have them snatch her from her bed? Why have her brought to him in chains?

The answer hit her like a blow to the stomach. Her heart faltered in her chest.

He has found my children. My triplets. And when he has shown them to me, he is going to kill them!

She bit her lip to stifle the scream.

“It’s better if you don’t talk,” growled the first legionnaire from beneath his black hood. “Just do as you’re told. It’ll go better that way.”

“When the king commands, even the king’s mistress obeys,” said the second legionnaire. His lip curled in a sneer.

Kalia flinched. Her status was common knowledge throughout Toronia; everyone knew that Castle Tor was home to the king, the queen . . . and Kalia. The three of them.

Three was a powerful number. And it held a special place in Kalia’s heart.

My three! Oh, my children!

“Please, won’t you tell me . . . ?” she began, but it was too late. While one legionnaire shoved open the giant door, the second hustled her into the chamber beyond.

She stumbled forward. There was no sound but the dull clang of her metal boots against the stone floor. She kept her head down, unwilling to look at what she knew must lie ahead.

After twenty paces, her guards brought her roughly to a halt. A cold hand gripped her chin and forced her head up. Summoning all her strength, she held it steady and stared straight into the eyes of King Brutan.

The king was seated on a simple wooden throne, slightly raised on a platform of oak. Beside him, on a matching chair, sat Queen Magritt. Despite the lateness of the hour, both wore the full ceremonial regalia of Toronia: red robes and gold chains.

“Kalia,” said the king. “So good of you to come.”

The words were sweet, but his voice rumbled like thunder. His cheeks—usually red—were pale. His whole face seemed hard and blunt, and Kalia had the sudden, dizzying sensation that topping those luxuriant robes was the head not of a man but of an animal.

“I would have come willingly,” she said, “had you but asked.”

“I didn’t,” Brutan grunted. Wordplay had never been his strong point; he was a man of action. Being around him was like courting an unruly bear, and that had always frightened Kalia. Yet sitting beside this brute was someone who frightened her even more.

“Welcome, dear,” said Magritt. The venom in her voice was in complete contrast to the smile on her lips, and therein lay her power.

When you came right down to it, bears were simple creatures.

Magritt, however, was a snake.

From behind Kalia came the sound of footsteps, many of them. She heard the creak of leather and the clatter of arms. Soldiers, she guessed, forming ranks behind her.

She cast her gaze to the sides of the room, knowing there was no escape but seeking it anyway. This was the Undersalle, the chamber that lay directly beneath the great throne room of Castle Tor. Like the throne room, it was long and broad, dominated at one end by the royal platform. Unlike the throne room, it was dark, lit only by flickering torches set in black sconces on the walls. The ceiling pressed down.

Kalia wondered how many criminals had faced their fate in this court of judgment. How many had protested their innocence. How many had begged for their lives.

How many had been put to death.

I will not beg.

Silence had fallen once more. Kalia glanced around and saw exactly what she’d expected to see: an entire legion of Brutan’s guard—one hundred men, armed and alert in their bronze armor, no doubt with orders to keep her here until the king’s business with her was concluded.

In the Undersalle, that could mean only one kind of business.

“Traitor!” Brutan shouted, rising suddenly from the throne. “You lied to me! All along, you lied!”

“How so, my liege?” said Kalia. She hoped the formal address might soothe his anger.

It did not.

“First you said you were carrying one child. But there were three.” Foam splashed from Brutan’s mouth onto his bushy beard. “Three, as was foretold by the prophecy. The prophecy!”

“But the triplets were yours, my liege. Your blood.”

“My blood is what they would have spilled!”

“They were stillborn. What possible threat could a dead child be to a king?”

“Do you deny the words of the prophecy? ‘Beneath these fresh celestial lights, three new heirs will enter in. They shall summon unknown power. They shall kill the cursed king.’ The three stars appeared in the sky that very night, Kalia. Who knows what other dark magic was afoot? Do you think me stupid?”

Maybe not. But if ever there was a cursed king, it was you, Brutan!

Aloud she said, as calmly as she could, “Three years have passed since the three stars appeared in the sky, my lord. Nothing bad has happened since. The prophecy has not come to pass. There is no danger.”

“Oh, but there is danger, my dear,” said Magritt from her throne. Her voice was as silky as her husband’s was coarse. Still that maddening smile played upon her lips. “The danger is you.”

Kalia snorted. “Danger? You had me brought here in shackles! What possible threat could I be to you?”

“You know very well why you wear the iron,” Magritt replied.

“It is to stop your magic, you damned witch!” shouted Brutan, stepping off the platform and planting his meaty hands on his hips. His face was flushed, and his eyes gleamed, as did the sweat on his brow.

It was true. As long as Kalia’s hands and feet were enclosed in the cold, unyielding metal, she couldn’t use her powers. Even had they been free, she doubted her abilities would have aided her in this abominable place, in the presence of so many armed men. Like the earth and air that drove it, her magic was soft and subtle, made not for confrontation but for love.

Yet their fear of her talents gave her strength.

“I abandoned my magic years ago, as well you know,” she said. She found Magritt’s gaze and held it. “I put it aside for my king.”

“Liar!” yelled Brutan. “You cast spells to hide the truth. You say the babies were dead? I say different. I say that when I came into your bedchamber that night, you tricked my eyes into thinking the children—the three children—were dead. You even fooled the wizard, faithful Melchior.”

If only you knew, Kalia thought. It was Melchior who had fooled the king. She wondered what Brutan would do if he discovered the wizard’s loyalty was not to him but to the very prophecy that predicted his downfall.

She glanced around again, this time looking at the door through which she’d been dragged. She willed Melchior to walk through it.

But Melchior did not come.

“The triplets are as dead now as they were on that day,” she said, tasting the bitterness of the words. “Why would you say otherwise?”

Brutan wiped spittle from his beard with the back of his hand. Spinning on his heel—for a big man he was surprisingly agile—he snapped his fingers at one of the two legionnaires who’d brought Kalia to the Undersalle.

“Bring him out!” he roared.

Kalia’s heart stopped. Bring him? Bring who?

Numb, she waited as the legionnaire retreated into the shadows behind the two thrones. Waited with dreadful anticipation for the man to emerge again carrying a three-year-old child.

Will it be Tarlan? Or Agulphus?

The legionnaire returned dragging not a child but a bedraggled tramp. Kalia’s shoulders sagged with relief. The man’s clothes were rags and his greasy hair was clotted with filth. His eyes rolled and his lips mumbled. When the legionnaire released him, he swayed, barely able to hold himself upright.

Kalia’s relief turned rapidly to puzzlement as she wondered who this man might be.

King Brutan regarded the tramp with undisguised contempt, but Magritt rose smoothly from her throne. “Kalia,” she said, “may I introduce you to Sir Brax? He has quite a story to tell. Quite a story.”

Kalia’s hands tried to clench, but the restricting gauntlets prevented her from making a fist. Sir Brax! You were Melchior’s ally. Which of my children did he give you to look after?

As she stared at the tramp, her horror mounted. It was impossible to imagine anyone less suited to caring for a child. She tightened the muscles in her face, resisting the urge to scream at him.

What have you done with my baby?

The legionnaire prodded Sir Brax with the hilt of his sword. After a brief pause—during which Kalia was convinced the wretched man would throw up—Sir Brax began to speak.

“We were each given a babe,” he said, his words slurred with drink. “Mine was a boy. Castle, we rode away from the castle. Me and the babe.”

Kalia leaned forward, desperate to decipher his muddled speech.

“Kept to the back trails . . .” Sir Brax mumbled. “Tavern in Isur . . .” His chin lolled to his chest and the legionnaire gave him another prod. He looked up, his eyes glazed. “Safekeeping, away from the king. . . . Secret . . . secret at all costs.” Then: “His name—his name, it was . . .”

Kalia’s blood ran cold.

“Go on,” growled the legionnaire, giving him a shake.

Sir Brax squinted. “Name was . . . Allus, maybe? Aphullus?”

Agulphus! thought Kalia with a sudden surge that was part triumph, part terror. That’s his name! My Gulph. My poor little Gulph!

Sir Brax’s ramblings petered out and a flicker of hope sparked within Kalia.

If they don’t know his name, they can’t find him.

Brutan had turned away. He stood with his fists bunched, and his big bear’s body trembled from head to foot. Magritt’s smile never wavered.

“Poor Sir Brax,” she said. “His mind is rotted with drink. Now, Kalia, to whom did you give the other children? And will you tell us, before the end?”

Before the end!

Magritt’s words rang like cracked chimes through Kalia’s thoughts. So they meant to kill her after all. Bringing her here, to the Undersalle, had not been about hearing her story, nor even allowing her to hear Sir Brax’s.

They’ve already decided my fate, she thought. Nothing I say could make any difference.

She felt something wrench inside her. Now she’d never see her children again—never see them overthrow their father and take the crown, never see their destiny fulfilled. Hot tears rose to her eyes, but she forced them back.

They can kill me, Kalia thought, but that doesn’t mean they’ve won.

She squared her shoulders. The weight of the iron gauntlets was almost unbearable, yet she lifted them all the same, spreading her arms wide.

“Look at me, Brutan,” she said quietly.

For a moment he didn’t move. Then, slowly, with infinite menace, he turned. His face was a dark knot of fury.

“Final words, Kalia?” he said. “If so, make them brief. I am sick of the sight of you.”

“You tell me my children live,” Kalia proclaimed, willing her voice to rise up from this dark and dreadful place, wishing her words up and out into the night, where all who roamed beneath the stars might hear them. “I tell you it is true. My babies lived then, and they live still, and their lives have but one purpose: to see the death of you!”

Brutan’s lip curled. “I knew it was true! I will track them down. As for you—you will be silent!”

“I will not! What kind of monster are you that you see your own children as creatures to be hunted and killed? What kind of monster puts his one remaining child—a boy of six—behind bars lest he prove traitor?”

“Silence, I said!”

“As Prince Nynus lies forgotten inside the Vault of Heaven, so your heart lies forgotten too! And as for your precious Toronia, was there any king who brought more suffering, more cruelty to his realm?”

Hauling the iron boots over the floor, she took two faltering steps toward him. Although her arms shook, suddenly the weight they bore seemed to feed her strength. Never mind that her magic was muted; she still had her voice.

“Do my children live? Yes! Will they see the prophecy fulfilled? Yes, and yes! They will end you, Brutan. I know it! You know it! All of Toronia knows it! The crown of three will once more find its proper place. And you? You will be gone from this world, as if you had never been here. None will mourn you, Brutan. And none will remember you!”

“SILENCE!”

Brutan drew his sword and advanced on Kalia, his voice crashing over her like a wave. She endured it, holding her ground as she awaited the killing blow. Reaching her, the king thrust the blade against her throat and bared his yellow teeth in her face.

“You will die, Kalia!”

For a long, agonizing moment she waited.

Then, hands shaking, Brutan lowered his sword and dropped it back into its sheath.

“A witch you are, and as a witch you will die,” he growled. “Not for you the clean dispatch of the blade. For you, Kalia, the end will be slow.” A scowl distorted his flushed and sweating face. “You will burn.”

Behind him, still seated on her throne, Queen Magritt nodded once, her smooth face creased only by a tiny, satisfied smile.
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The same two legionnaires who’d dragged Kalia from her bedchamber now marched her into the small yard that lay behind the Undersalle. It was set deep below the towering walls of Castle Tor. Kalia felt like she was at the bottom of a square, stone well.

In the center of the yard, a wooden stake rose from a pile of wood and straw.

I am going to die. The thought brought no fear, only a desperate ache.

The legionnaires lifted her onto the pyre. One of them pulled her arms behind her, wrapping them around the stake; the other tied her wrists together. The metal gauntlets felt as heavy as the world. Wood splintered beneath her iron-clad feet. The rest of the Legion filed into the yard, spreading out to line its walls. She was trapped inside a ring of bronze.

Brutan lit the pyre in silence, plunging a flaming torch deep into its wooden interior. He glared at Kalia as he did so. She returned his gaze with what she hoped was a look of defiance.

The king stepped away and the flames caught fast, rising into the night. Kalia waited for the pain, but it didn’t come.

Why doesn’t it hurt? she thought. But it didn’t matter. Inside she was in agony.

She tilted her head back, stared up past the confining walls to the night sky, far above. Three stars shone there: one green, one red, one gold. The prophecy stars.

My children’s stars, she thought as smoke closed over them, erasing them from view. What will become of my three?

She would never know.

Sudden movement caught her eye: someone on a stone ledge, high above. A yellow robe, white hair.

Melchior!

The wizard was looking down at her, a look of infinite sorrow on his wrinkled face. He teetered, his bare feet planted wide, and for a moment Kalia thought he would fall from the ledge. He steadied himself with his staff, gripping it with his gnarled hands. His fingers were moving over the runes she knew were carved into its surface; his lips were moving too. Kalia tried to make out what he was saying, but she couldn’t see the words.

Then she realized they weren’t words at all.

They were numbers.

Yes, Melchior! Work your magic! Take it away. Take it all away!

In a rush, the smoke enveloped her, lifted her, carried her away. The last thing she heard before the end was the voice of Brutan, roaring in triumph.

Then, darkness.
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CHAPTER 1

To the postern gate!” shouted Captain Ossilius. “It’s our only chance!”

He swung his sword, killing two undead warriors simultaneously. Gulph dodged past his friend, kicking out at the bodies, once, twice, tumbling them end over end down the steep stone stairs, where they scattered the oncoming enemy soldiers like bowling pins.

“That should buy us some time,” he gasped. “What’s a postern gate?”

“Our last chance.”

Together, Gulph and Ossilius climbed the rest of the way up the stairs, ran along the battlement, and plunged down a steep ramp into a small, enclosed courtyard.

Here they halted, leaning against each other as they fought for breath. Gulph felt small against the burly, gray-haired captain, and wondered if he would always be as skinny as he was now.

Never mind growing up, he thought, massaging the aches from his crooked back, I just wish I’d grow straight.

“So where’s this last chance of yours?” he said, stepping away from his companion, who was still struggling to breathe. Ossilius ran a hand through his gray hair and ushered Gulph over to a break in the wall.

“Look,” he said, pointing through the shattered stonework toward a squat tower built into the city wall.

“I can see what looks like a door,” said Gulph. “What are those things on either side of it? Statues?”

Ossilius nodded. “That’s the postern gate.”

Gulph stared skeptically at the stretch of ground lying between them and their destination. Swarms of undead warriors were fighting their way through ranks of terrified citizens, and thick smoke shrouded the scene, making it hard to see exactly what was happening. But Gulph could hear the screams clearly enough.

All the people of Idilliam wanted was to flee, but even as they tried to escape they were seized and made undead. This was the horror: the enemy didn’t kill you.

The enemy made you like itself.

“Every time we lose a soldier,” whispered Gulph, “they gain one. How can we ever win?”

For a brief moment the smoke surrounding a nearby tower cleared, and King Brutan himself strode into view. Flesh hung from his bones; his blood-streaked clothes flapped in tatters; his eyes burned red with fire.

Gulph closed his eyes, trying to remember how Brutan had looked when he’d been alive. But all he could bring to mind was the look of betrayal on the king’s face when he, Gulph, had placed the poisoned crown on his head.

I didn’t know it would kill you, Gulph thought. I never imagined it would make you a monster. He shook his head, correcting himself. No—you already were a monster, weren’t you?

Brutan’s left hand closed on the neck of a man; with his right he snatched up a peasant woman. He lifted them both off the ground and squeezed his skeleton fingers. They struggled briefly, then their eyes closed and their bodies went slack. Their skin turned white; their flesh sank in on itself.

When their eyes opened again, they were filled with flame.

Gulph watched, aghast. He’d seen this happen many times during their headlong run across the battlefield; still, it never failed to repulse him. What made it worse was the knowledge of who Brutan really was.

You’re more than a monster. You’re my father.

A fresh wave of city dwellers burst from a breach in the wall: ordinary people clutching bags and boxes and clumsy wraps of cloth. Gulph gripped the rubble of the broken wall, silently urging them on, wondering what meager possessions they’d managed to collect, and where they thought they could flee to.

“They don’t know about the bridge,” said Ossilius.

Gulph held his breath as the first of the refugees reached the edge of the chasm. It encircled Idilliam as a moat surrounds a castle—except this moat was bottomless. One man led his children to the brink and stopped, staring dumbstruck at the ruins of the bridge that had once connected the city to the rest of Toronia. . . .

“They have nowhere to go,” Gulph groaned. “There’s no escape. They’re trapped here. We’re all trapped.”

He lifted the golden crown he’d carried across the battlefield. His fingers were cramped from clutching it. Now that he had the crown, he couldn’t imagine ever letting it go—yet part of him wanted to cast it into the chasm.

“Just this morning Nynus was wearing it,” he said. He shuddered, remembering what Nynus had done to take the crown—and to try to keep it. He’d tricked Gulph into killing Brutan and come up with the insane scheme to destroy the bridge and isolate Idilliam. “Nynus was no better than his father,” Gulph said. “Our father.”

“Gulph—Nynus is dead.”

“But the crown is still here! Was it the crown that made him do all those terrible things, Ossilius? What will happen to me if I put it on? If I try to rule? The prophecy says that I’m one of the three. That it’s my destiny to rule Toronia. But what if I turn out to be just as much a monster as Brutan or Nynus?”

He stared at Ossilius, his eyes wide, the crown held between both hands. Ossilius looked solemnly back.

“It is just a crown, Gulph. A piece of metal. What you do with it is your choice and yours alone.”

Gulph stared at the gold band. What did it matter now, anyway? For a brief moment, just after Nynus had died, when Ossilius had picked up the crown and handed it to him, Gulph had believed everything might turn out all right. But the dead had taken over Idilliam and there was nothing left to rule.

“It’s time to go,” said Ossilius. Gently, he removed one of Gulph’s hands from the crown and placed a sword in it. “Are you ready?”

“I don’t think I was ready for any of this,” Gulph replied. But he followed Ossilius as they crept through the hole in the wall, heads lowered, and began to cross the battlefield. In the shadow of the nearby tower, Brutan had closed his bony fingers around the throat of a boy of about thirteen—Gulph’s age. The undead king hoisted the lad into the air and studied his face with blazing red eyes.

“Are you my son?” he bellowed. “Are you the one who killed me?”

“Leave him alone!” Gulph hissed, but when he started toward the horrific scene, Ossilius pulled him back.

“It is too late,” Ossilius insisted.

The boy’s whimpers were cut off as Brutan squeezed. A moment later, his life had ended and his new, undead existence had begun.

“Revenge!” Brutan roared as he marched on. “I will have revenge on my son and my treacherous people!”

“I have to do something!” said Gulph, shaking Ossilius’s hand from his shoulder. “I don’t care if it’s hopeless. These are my people. I should be fighting with them!”

He started off through the smoke, but Ossilius caught him again. “I understand, Gulph. I do. But this is not the time for you to fight. This is the time for you to hide.”

Gulph stopped struggling and stared at him, dumbfounded. “Hide? What kind of king hides when his people need him?”

“The kind of king who wants to stay alive.”

“A cowardly one, more like.”

Ossilius shook his head, exasperated. “You know already that you cannot win this battle, Gulph. But you can make plans for the future. You can gather allies and arms. If you lie low now, one day you will rise again.”

Gulph looked into the face of the man who was old enough to be his father, perhaps even his grandfather. He couldn’t imagine a more loyal companion. And yet . . .

“The Legion was my life,” Ossilius pressed. “I know when to fight, Gulph. And I know when to make a tactical retreat. Believe me when I tell you that time is now.”

“But my friends are out here somewhere. Pip and Sidebottom John and the others. I won’t leave them behind. I won’t leave anyone behind!”

“Do you mean the troupe of performers you arrived with? Gulph, we cannot risk it.”

Gulph looked out at the legion of undead. He knew his friend was right. What chance did the two of them have? If they tried to find his friends, they’d only die in the attempt.

“All right,” Gulph said reluctantly. “Let’s go. But we’ll take whoever we can save with us.”

They ran on, hugging the city wall as they tried to circle around the worst of the fighting. The billowing smoke was acrid; Gulph could barely see through the tears streaming from his eyes.

“Look out!” shouted Ossilius as a rotting warrior leaped out from behind a mound of bodies. Gulph folded his legs, tucked in his body, and rolled away from the warrior with an agility that would have drawn a round of applause from an audience.

Once a Tangletree Player, he thought giddily, always a Tangletree Player.

As he sprang upright, he realized he had dropped his own sword, but spied a short sword lodged beneath an enormous stone that had fallen from the wall. He grabbed the hilt, yanked it free, whirled, and slashed his attacker across the chest. There was no blood, just a spray of bone shards and dust. The undead warrior came on, grinning its skeletal leer through hanging strips of flesh.

Gulph bent his knees and threw himself into a clumsy backflip. He landed on top of the stone and drove the sword into the warrior’s skull. At the same instant, Ossilius sliced the thing’s legs off at the knees.

The warrior’s dismembered remains collapsed, twitching and hissing with their strange semblance of life.

“Keep moving!” Ossilius cried. “The longer we stay out in the open, the more danger we’re in.”

Gradually, they forged a path toward their goal. I haven’t abandoned you, my friends, Gulph thought as he ducked and wove through a shrieking knot of undead. I’ll come for you. If not today, then tomorrow. If not tomorrow, then the day after that. I’ll come for you. I promise!

“Help me.”

The voice came from behind the stone. It sounded like a girl, surely no older than Gulph.

“Pip?” He peered into the shadows, his heart suddenly racing. “Pip, is that you?”

But the face that peered up at him was not that of his oldest friend. This girl was much younger. Her cheeks were streaked with blood and her blond hair was matted with filth. She was shaking all over.

“Come with us,” said Gulph without hesitation. He stretched out a hand, but the girl just stared at it, too terrified to move.

“Gulph, hurry!” called Ossilius from ahead. “We cannot afford to stop.”

“Wait, Ossilius!”

The captain appeared through a billow of smoke. His brow was furrowed, but as soon as he saw the little girl, his face softened. He plucked her gently from her hiding place and they hurried on.

“It’s all right,” said Gulph to the girl as they ran. “You’re safe now.”

He hoped it was true.

Ahead, the ruined mausoleum loomed out of the smoke. Built by Brutan as a towering monument to death, it was now a mountain of broken stone. As they clambered over the rubble, Gulph shuddered, remembering the unearthly power that had brought this mighty building crashing to the ground.

Limmoni’s power.

Broken roof tiles crunched beneath his feet—perhaps the very tiles on which Limmoni had stood when she’d been executed. The order to take her life had been the final command of Nynus’s short reign as king of Toronia. A bloody reign indeed.

Will mine be any different? Ossilius had said he thought so, but Gulph wondered if he’d ever be sure.

“There!” Ossilius cried. “The postern gate!”

Gulph blinked away stinging soot and saw the tower they’d glimpsed from a distance. Set into its base was a large stone door, flanked by the statues Gulph had noticed. On the left was a man with the head of a bull; on the right was a snake-headed woman.

“So you mean the door?” said Gulph. “Where does it go?”

By now they’d run clear of the fighting. Perhaps the smoke was keeping people—and unpeople—away.

“The postern gate is the back door to the city.”

“You mean it just leads to more fighting? What good will that do us?”

“We will not be going through the door.”

“But I thought . . .”

Ossilius was off again, dodging through the smoke with the little girl held tight against his chest. Gulph followed, reaching the tower just a few paces behind the grizzled captain.

No sooner had they stopped than a man emerged from behind the bull-headed statue. He wore the uniform of an Idilliam soldier and was brandishing a long sword. Gulph couldn’t tell which part of his body was trembling more: his arms or his knees.

“Stay back!” the man cried.

“At your ease, soldier,” said Ossilius. He lowered the girl to the ground and held out his hands. “Do you know me?”

The man squinted at Ossilius’s grimy outfit, then his eyes widened. “Captain Ossilius? Of the Legion?” Lowering his sword, he made a clumsy salute. “What are your orders, sir?”

Gulph spotted more movement behind the statue. “Come out,” he said. “All of you. It’s all right. We won’t hurt you.”

Two more figures appeared: a woman wearing a baker’s apron and a man whose face Gulph recognized.

“You were with us in the Vault of Heaven,” Gulph said, staring at the manacles still locked around the man’s ankles.

“Never saw you,” retorted the man. “I’d have remembered a little freak like you.”

“Shut up, Slater,” said the soldier. But his tone remained fearful.

“Shall I strike him, my king?” said Ossilius mildly.

Slater’s eyes narrowed. The eyes of the others grew wide.

“No,” said Gulph at once. “He’s just afraid.”

“ ‘King’?” said Slater suspiciously. “What d’you mean, ‘king’?”

Ossilius dropped slowly to one knee. “This is Agulphus, son of Brutan, born one of three. This is a child of the prophecy stars, who has slain his father and taken back the crown. See, he holds it now, in waiting for the time when the three shall be brought together to take the throne as one. If you would join his quest, kneel with me now and show your allegiance.”

The soldier’s jaw dropped open. The woman gasped. The little girl, crouched beside the kneeling Ossilius, stared up at Gulph with uncomprehending eyes. Slater snorted and looked away.

Gulph raised the crown he’d been carrying this whole time, but which the little crowd seemed only now to see. The crown was suddenly very heavy.

Is this what power feels like? I never knew it weighed so much.

Slowly, with infinite care, he placed the crown on his head.

“The prophecy!” cried the woman, sinking to her knees and clasping her hands in front of her apron.

“My lord,” said the soldier, pressing his closed fist to his bronze breastplate. “My liege. I—Marcus of the King’s Legion—am yours to command.”

Slater looked back, seeming to see Gulph for the first time. His expression melted slowly from insolent to amazed.

“Can’t be true,” he said. “Can’t be.”

“It can,” Ossilius replied. “It is.”

“Suppose I might follow a king,” Slater said after a moment’s consideration. “If he had somewhere to lead me.”

“As it happens,” Gulph replied, “I do.”
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CHAPTER 2

The instant she awoke, Elodie knew something was wrong. She crawled over the blankets to the front of the tent. Throwing the flap aside, she scrambled out into the forest clearing.

An army encircled her tent. Hundreds of men and horses stood facing her under the purple predawn sky. In the gloom, their faces gave off a faint glow. They were translucent, like soldiers made of frosted glass.

An army of ghosts.

“What’s wrong?” she said, suddenly wide awake.

One of the knights spurred his horse forward. He was old and haggard, yet his back was straight and his phantom eyes were bright.

“We wish to leave,” Sir Jaken replied.

The words struck Elodie dumb.

She looked beyond the rank and file of the ghost soldiers to where the Trident camp was awakening. Through the glassy horses, she saw ordinary men and women going about their early morning duties: carrying water brought from the nearby stream; lighting fires; tending to livestock. They trudged with tired limbs and bowed heads.

You lost the Battle of the Bridge, Elodie reflected. You lost your friends and comrades. Is it any wonder you look beaten?

Yet they were still alive, these surviving rebels of Trident. And all thanks to this ghost army.

An army only I can see.

Filled with resolve, Elodie swept her red-gold hair back from her face.

“You can’t leave,” she said firmly. “You simply can’t. We’ve come so far together. These people need you. I need you. You can’t turn back now.”

“It is not a question of turning back,” Sir Jaken replied. “Rather of going forward.”

Elodie shook her head in frustration. “There’s so much to do. Gulph is still trapped in Idilliam. I have to . . . Tarlan and I have to find him. We’re supposed to be together, the three of us. I thought that’s what you wanted.”

“Only fate can decide whether you and your brothers will be one. We have played our part. Now we seek peace.”

Elodie scanned the faces of the watching ghosts. Red light was bleeding into the sky: a fiery dawn.

“Brutan is in Idilliam too,” she said, determined to convince them. “He’s the one responsible for your deaths. Have you forgotten the War of Blood? Don’t you want revenge?”

“We are beyond revenge.”

Elodie’s dismay was turning into anguish. She’d placed her trust in these abandoned souls. Placed her heart.

“Please,” she said, rubbing her eyes. She wouldn’t cry, not in front of them. “Think about it. You made a new bridge to help us cross the chasm to Idilliam. We might need it again.”

“Our bridge broke.”

“And cast a whole legion of Brutan’s undead monsters into the chasm! Don’t you see what a difference you made? Without you, everything would have been lost!”

Elodie stopped, suddenly aware she’d been shouting. To anyone watching, it would look as if she were yelling into thin air.

A boy dressed in a squire’s uniform stepped out from behind Sir Jaken’s horse. She’d been hearing the voices of ghosts her whole life—though she’d only known it these past weeks—but Samial was the first spirit she’d actually seen and spoken to.

And become friends with.

“Samial,” she implored, holding out her hands. “Surely you can make them understand? Together we’re strong. If we part now . . .”

“We do understand,” said Samial. He cast an anxious glance at Sir Jaken, who nodded for him to continue. “You brought us here, Elodie. You led us out of the Weeping Woods so we could take revenge against Brutan. You set us free.”

“But we lost the battle,” Elodie protested. “Brutan still holds Idilliam. He . . .”

“In freeing us,” said Sir Jaken gently, “you brought us out of the shadow of death. You allowed us to fight our final battle. Now that battle is over. Vengeance has been served, and we are at peace.”

The misty faces of the ghosts nodded in assent. Tears stung Elodie’s eyes. “But you can’t just leave.”

Samial took her hand in his ghostly fingers. Cold as it was, his touch comforted her. “Elodie—this part of it is over.”

She looked into her friend’s eyes. “So that’s it? You’ve just come to say good-bye?”

“No,” said Sir Jaken. “There is something you must do for us.”

“Me? What do you need from me?”

“We need you to set us free.”

Elodie pulled her hand from Samial’s and turned away. But this was my destiny, she thought, desolated. I was born to lead a ghost army. I know it. I’m the only one who can do it. Without them I’m just . . .

“There are other spirits in this world,” said an old, cracked voice.

Elodie jumped. She hadn’t heard Melchior’s footsteps—but then the wizard’s feet, as always, were bare, and the carpet of moss on the floor of the clearing was soft.

Maybe he didn’t walk here at all. Maybe he just . . . appeared.

“You scared me,” she murmured. A thought occurred to her. “Do you see them too, Melchior?”

The wizard stared out at the ranks of ghosts. His yellow robe glowed faintly in the dim light of dawn. His hands gripped his wooden staff so tightly that his bony knuckles turned white.

“No,” he said at last. “That is beyond me. But I sense the weariness they carry. You feel it too, I think.”

Elodie considered arguing. But Melchior was right; she did feel it: a slow, insistent beating, like the wings of a trapped bird eager to take flight.

She sighed. “What must I do?” As it often did when she was nervous, her hand stole to the green jewel she wore around her neck. It was as much a part of her now as the blood in her veins; like that blood, it joined her to her brothers.

“The ritual is simple but powerful,” Melchior said. “You must take a talisman—a possession that means something to these lost souls—and bury it.”

“Is that all?”

“That is all.”

“Like a funeral?”

“Like a funeral.”

“But what possession? Where can I . . . ?”

“That is why we led you here after the battle,” said Samial.

Behind him, the phantom horses drew back, some to the left, some to the right. A corridor opened up in the body of the ghost army, at the end of which Elodie saw a huge oak tree.

“Let me show you,” said Samial.

Elodie looked at Melchior, who planted his feet wide and placed both hands on his staff.

“I will be waiting,” said the wizard.

As Samial led Elodie to the tree, she felt the ancient presence of the knights and their steeds pressing in around her. She walked as if in a dream, her head light.

The tree was age-worn and enormous. Its lower branches—themselves thicker than the trunks of many lesser trees—drooped almost to the ground. Guided by Samial, Elodie picked her way between them to the oak’s tremendous base. Here she found a dark hollow edged with green fungus.

“Inside,” said Samial.

As Elodie stretched her hand toward the hollow, the tree creaked. She glanced up, startled.

“Don’t be afraid,” said Samial.

Biting her lip, Elodie reached inside the hollow. Its interior was damp, but her fingers alighted almost immediately on something soft. She drew it out, held it up.

“It’s a flag,” she said in wonder.

“The Standard of Morlon,” said Samial. “It carries the colors under which we fought, all those years ago.”

“Morlon. He was Brutan’s brother, wasn’t he?”

Samial nodded. His ghostly fingers brushed across the rotten fabric of the flag, tracing stripes that might once have been purple, a crest that might once have been gold.

“Brutan stole the throne from Morlon and we fought to reclaim it. We failed. The flag was hidden here by the last of our standard-bearers, on the last day of our last battle.”

As they left the tree, a second passage opened up in the ranks of the ghost army. Elodie followed it, awed that these dead knights were steering her through this final task.

Melchior was waiting for her at the other end of the corridor, stabbing at the soft ground with the end of his staff.

“Here it is,” she said, raising the flag, “their talisman.”

The wizard nodded and tossed her a short branch. “Help me dig, Elodie.”

She began working at the ground with the branch, but soon found she made better progress with her hands. Back in Castle Vicerin, I’d have made a servant do this for me. She scooped out clods of earth, piling them beside the steadily growing hole. The Vicerins had raised Elodie as their daughter, but planned to use her to claim the throne for themselves. They’d hardly recognize me now, she thought, staring in wonder at her filthy hands.

Once they’d finished excavating, Elodie sat back on her knees. The hole looked like a grave.

“What do we do now?” she asked.

“I think you know,” Melchior replied gently.

Elodie picked up the flag, folded it, and placed it at the bottom of the hole.

“Now cover it over,” said Melchior.

“Shouldn’t we say something?”

“Do you wish to?”

Elodie shook her head. She was too upset to think, let alone speak.

Melchior touched her shoulder. “If no words come, Elodie, do not fret. Everything has already been said. This is an act of deeds, not words.”

Elodie’s sadness swelled as she scooped up a handful of soil and scattered it on the flag. As she did so, a series of ripples surged through the ghost army.

“Another,” said Melchior.

Elodie obeyed. With each handful of earth, the rippling increased. Elodie closed her eyes, feeling the air move strangely around her as her hands continued their work.

“Ah, you are here, Princess Elodie. Melchior—good morning to you.”

The voice jolted her from her reverie. She looked up to see Fessan’s tall frame silhouetted against the red sky that was brightening rapidly to orange behind the trees.

“Another day begins,” remarked Melchior, rising awkwardly to his feet.

“Our last here, I think,” Fessan sighed. The low dawn light carved harsh lines into his face, making him look tired, and much older than the youthful commander Elodie remembered from their first meeting.

“I think we will break camp tomorrow,” Fessan went on. “We lost many during the Battle of the Bridge. It is vital we recruit more soldiers. Besides, the men need a purpose. Trident must continue to . . .”

He broke off, seeming to see the hole in the ground for the first time.

“What are you doing?”

A little annoyed at Fessan’s interruption, Elodie stood up. She brushed the earth from her hands. “I am honoring those who helped us, Fessan.”

“Honoring? Honoring who?” The scar running down the side of Fessan’s face twitched as he looked around the clearing, his gaze passing straight through the ghosts.

“My army. Our allies. The knights who saved Trident.”

“The ghosts?” Fessan’s eyes widened. “Are they with us now?”

“They’re here. But they’re leaving. Their work is done, and now it’s time to set them free.”

“Leaving? But, Princess, half the soldiers of Trident died at the bridge. Many who survived are injured. If not for your . . . your friends, we would have been defeated. You cannot let them go! We need them!”

Fessan’s whole body was shaking. Elodie was taken aback. Had Fessan ever lost his temper with her before? She didn’t think so. Yet his anger only served to make her angry herself.

“How dare you?” she snapped. “How dare you question the right of these . . . these warriors to find peace. They have done their duty. And I will lay them to rest.”

“And I will not let you!” Fessan’s white-knuckled hands clenched at his sides.

“But you will,” said Melchior, stepping smoothly between them. He tapped the end of his staff on the half-covered flag. “This is a blood debt, Fessan. As a man of the sword, you must understand that.”

Fessan’s shoulders dropped. He appeared suddenly exhausted. “Trident looks to me. I have a duty.”

“The spirits look to Elodie,” Melchior replied. “And she has a duty too.”

Emotions fluttered across Fessan’s face. Then, abruptly, he said, “Very well. Do what you must. I only hope that Trident does not pay for this with more deaths.”

Turning on his heel, he stalked away toward the camp. Elodie watched him until he was lost among the trees.

“He’s done so much for me,” she said. “Fought so hard to put me on the throne. He raised an army for me, Melchior. And he lost so many on the bridge. But . . . oh, why does he have to make this even more difficult?”

“Fessan is a great leader,” said Melchior, “and so he carries a great burden. As do you, Elodie. You just carry them in different ways. He is a good man. That is why I chose him to lead Trident.” He turned his attention back to the hole in the ground. “And now we must finish what we have started.”

In silence they returned to their task. As Elodie covered the flag, she felt her anger at Fessan drain away. Everything drained away, leaving just her, and her hands, and the damp soil they touched.

“It is nearly done,” said Melchior quietly.

Blinking, Elodie came out of her reverie. Only one tiny corner of the flag remained visible. Her hands were poised over it, holding the final scoop of soil. All around her the ghost army was watching, as still as a held breath.

She looked around sharply. She knew she had to release the army, but she couldn’t bear to lose quite all of them—not yet. “Samial?”

“I am here.” He appeared as if from nowhere, a tired smile on his thin, grubby face.

She closed her eyes, opened them again. “Samial, answer me truthfully. Do you wish me to set you free?”

“Not if you want me to stay,” he answered at once.

Her eyes filled with tears. “I do, Samial. I do.”

“Then take this.” The ghost boy drew an arrowhead from his tunic. As he held it up, the sun sent a thread of light through the trees, painting yellow light down its edge. “It has always been my lucky charm. If you keep it, you will keep me, too.”

Elodie’s fingers trembled as she took the arrowhead and slipped it into her tunic pocket. She swallowed hard. Then with a shaky smile she looked around at Sir Jaken and the rows of shimmering knights.

“Good-bye,” she told them. “And thank you.” Then she placed the last of the dirt on the flag.

The ghosts of the knights and their horses glowed with a brilliant light and Elodie took a step back, dazzled, her hands shielding her eyes. The knights raised their arms in one last salute. Then they dissolved into the morning, fading like a forgotten dream.

Elodie stared at the empty trees for a moment. Beside her, Samial bowed his head.

“There,” she said with a long, ragged sigh. “It’s over. I just hope I did the right thing.”

“What does your heart say?” asked Melchior. He stood some distance away, leaning against a tree.

“That I did my best. But was it enough?”

“So like your mother,” he murmured.

His words cut through Elodie’s grief. She snapped her head around to look at him. “My mother? You knew my mother?”

“Yes.”

He said it in such a matter-of-fact way that at first Elodie thought she must have misheard him. But his small smile told her she hadn’t. She strode toward him. “Tell me about her!”

The wizard cocked his head, seeming to consider this. He looked to Elodie like a heron poised on the bank of a river, waiting patiently for a fish to pass.

“Her name was Kalia,” he said at last. “She was a witch-of-the-earth, and never did I see a mother more devoted to her children. She was prepared to give up everything for you. Even her life.”

Everything inside Elodie had stopped: the beat of her heart, the pulse of her blood, the breath in her lungs.

“The Vicerins told me my mother was a peasant woman,” she said slowly. “But that was just another lie, wasn’t it? She was a witch! No wonder they didn’t tell me.”

“And if they had told you?”

She felt a smile twitch her lips. “I might not have let Lord Vicerin treat me like a puppet. I’d have liked to see him try to get the crown without me.” She glanced back to where Samial remained by the buried standard, kneeling on the ground beside it. A thought occurred to her. “So my mother had magic! Is that why I’m like this, Melchior? Could she see ghosts too?”

“It is possible.”

“Where is she now?”

“I am sorry, Elodie. There is no easy way to tell you this. When Brutan discovered that you and your brothers were still alive, he had your mother burned at the stake.”

Elodie felt cold all over. “Then she’s . . .”

The old wizard nodded. “Yes. I am afraid your mother is probably dead.”

She looked at him sharply. “Probably?”

“Indeed. As soon as I learned of the execution, I tried to intervene. But Brutan had barred all access to the Undersalle.”

“The Under-what?”

“Never mind. I was forced to find another way. I made my way onto the battlements, but I was too late to damp the fires as I had planned. So I improvised.”

“What happened?”

Melchior’s blue eyes stared far into the distance, or perhaps back in time. His hands roamed over the etched surface of his staff. His toes curled in the soil.

“I attempted a spell no sane wizard would ever try to cast. Just before the moment of Kalia’s death, I tried to withdraw her from the world.”

“You . . . saved her?” Elodie felt numb and confused. Could she even dare to hope her mother was still alive?

Melchior’s eyes regained their focus and locked on hers. “I do not know. The magic I used was ancient and . . . brutal. To withdraw a person is to take them beyond both life and death, into a realm that has little to do with either. The process is perilous. As for bringing them back . . .”

Elodie’s excitement was mounting. “But you think you might have succeeded! You do, don’t you?”

The wizard shook his head. “I cannot say. When I examined the pyre later, I found nothing but ashes.” He sighed. “The older I get, the more I realize that wizardry is more about questions than answers.”

“But your spell might have worked.” Elodie wrestled with the idea, trying to squeeze it into her overloaded heart. “And I don’t care about questions, Melchior—I’m just glad we have a wizard on our side!”

“Alas, currently you do not.”

Elodie gaped at him. “What? What do you mean, you’re not on our side?”

A smile appeared on the wizard’s face. “That is not what I meant, Elodie. Never doubt my loyalty; I am with you to the end. I simply meant that I am no longer a wizard.”

Elodie stared at him.

“The spell of withdrawing is forbidden. When I used it to save your mother—to attempt to save her—I broke all the laws by which magic turns. The instant the spell was cast, the stars took back my powers. Ever since that day, ten years ago, I have wandered the world in impotence. Oh, I have helped here and there; I helped Fessan to create Trident, for example. But now, I fear, you need more than just a frail, old man. It is time for me to recover what was lost.”

“Get your powers back? Can you even do that?”

“I do not know. But I must try. I must go on a journey and, at journey’s end, I must lower myself into the ocean of time and plead with the stars.”

Now Elodie felt goose bumps rise all over her skin. It came to her that the man standing before her—this stooped old fellow in a scruffy yellow robe—was not a man at all.

“I tell you all this in confidence,” said Melchior, placing one gnarled hand on her shoulder. “Trident must not know. Fessan must not know—he bears a heavy enough burden as it is. Until my powers are restored, it is our secret. Will you keep it?”

Elodie nodded dumbly. Since waking this morning, she felt as if her whole world had tilted, leaving her balanced precariously between past and future. She pressed her hand against her pocket, relishing the hardness of the arrowhead Samial had given to her. A lucky charm, he’d said.

Well, we could do with a little luck.

At long last, far behind the trees, the new sun rose.
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CHAPTER 3

Hold tight!” Tarlan cried. “We’re here!”

Bunching his fingers into Theeta’s golden neck ruff, he bent forward as the giant thorrod plunged down toward the trees. The four women riding behind him gasped and clung to each other.

Tarlan glanced left and right, to where Nasheen and Kitheen flew in perfect formation, each with five more survivors on their backs. Plucking these wretched people from the smoke-shrouded Idilliam battlefield had been hazardous, and when they’d crossed back over the chasm surrounding the city, he’d been afraid his passengers would fall. Yet here they were, soaring over the Isurian forest, toward the Trident camp. The third rescue flight was over.

How many more will it take before I find my brother?

With a raucous cry, Theeta splayed her wings wide, slowing her descent as she swooped majestically into the forest clearing. She flew low over a row of tents; Tarlan saw lines of wounded soldiers lying outside them, their faces turned up in the pale light of the morning sun. His winged steed passed a makeshift forge, where blacksmiths toiled over broken weapons. He guided Theeta into an open space between an enormous fire pit and a corral of horses, where she touched down at last.

Their thorrod companions landed beside them, each bird silent despite its massive bulk. As soon as they were all down, Tarlan slipped to the ground and helped the survivors to dismount. Nurses arrived from the hospital tents carrying stretchers; gratefully, Tarlan handed the survivors over to their care.

“You did well, Theeta,” he said, patting the bird’s huge beak. He smiled at the other thorrods. “You all did.”

“Fly again?” Theeta replied in her dry hiss of a voice.

Before Tarlan could reply, something heavy bowled into him, knocking his legs out from under him and spilling him to the ground. He rose laughing, throwing his arms around the two animals that had just felled him like a tree.

“Greythorn! Filos! Are you trying to kill me?”

The wolf and the tigron cub pressed against his legs, yipping and purring their pleasure.

“I am happy when the pack is together,” said Greythorn.

“Me too,” Tarlan replied.

“Your brother?” asked Filos. “Did you find your brother?”

Tarlan stroked the tigron’s blue-and-white striped fur. “No, Filos. It’s chaos over there. But I’ll keep trying.”

“Brother melted,” said Theeta.

“Melted?” It took Tarlan a moment to work out what she was saying. “Oh, you mean he disappeared?”

“Brother melted,” Theeta agreed.

Tarlan nodded, remembering that strange moment in the middle of the battle when he’d seen Gulph facing the undead monster their father had become . . . and suddenly turning invisible.

I talk to animals. Elodie sees ghosts. And Gulph . . . Is vanishing your only trick, my brother, or can you do more?

“He will be hard to find,” grunted Greythorn.

“Yes,” Tarlan agreed. “But I won’t give up.”

The last of the people he’d rescued—a young man with a broken arm and a deep gash on the side of his face—looked at Tarlan curiously as he hobbled past.

The only thing they can hear when my friends speak are growls and squawks, Tarlan thought, feeling a curious breed of pride. We have a language all our own.

He led his pack to the fire pit, where they sat eating strips of meat—cooked for himself, raw for the others. As they ate, Tarlan checked Theeta’s injured foot.

“How does it feel?” he said, touching the bandaged stump where Brutan had severed one of her talons during the Battle of the Bridge.

“Claw gone,” Theeta mumbled through a beakful of meat.

“That’s right.” He patted her scaly leg. “You must tell me if you need to rest, Theeta. We’ve done three flights since the battle already.”

“Brother there,” Theeta replied, in a tone that told Tarlan they would be in the air again soon.

Once they’d eaten, Tarlan sat fidgeting. He knew they should rest at least a little longer before setting out for Idilliam again. But the Trident camp, with its constant human bustle, was just so noisy.

You’re a human yourself, a voice whispered in his head. These are your people.

“No,” he muttered. “I have my pack. I go my own way.”

“And what way might that be?”

Tarlan turned to see Fessan standing a few paces behind him. The Trident commander’s arms were folded, and his scarred face was stern.

“Back to Idilliam, if it’s anything to do with you,” said Tarlan, standing up. “Someone’s got to help these people.”

“You’ve done enough, my prince,” Fessan replied. “I cannot authorize another flight.”

“Authorize?” Tarlan snapped. He hated it when Fessan called him “prince.” “You think I need your permission?”

“It is too dangerous.”

“You think I don’t know that? I’m the one who flew in there during the battle, remember? You didn’t even get past the bridge!”

“Many of my men died on the bridge.”

Tarlan supposed that Fessan was right. But was that any excuse for inaction?

“Everyone’s just lying around licking their wounds!” he said. “At least I’m doing something! What other hope has my brother got?”

“Ah, so we come to it. It is not the citizens of Idilliam you care about. You just want to find your brother.”

“Of course I want to find Gulph. So does Elodie. If I can help some others along the way, so much the better.”

Tarlan realized he was advancing on Fessan, and that Greythorn and Filos were matching him stride for stride. The wolf and the tigron were both growling, and their hackles were raised. Tarlan could feel the curl of his own lip against his teeth.

Suddenly he saw that Fessan didn’t look stern at all. He looked exhausted.

“Back,” he murmured, dropping his hands to his companions’ heads. Both animals looked up at him curiously. But they did stop growling. “Go back. It’s all right. Just leave us a minute.”

Reluctantly, Greythorn and Filos retreated, planting themselves among the waiting thorrods and looking on suspiciously.

“I suppose you’ve got a better plan?” Tarlan said to Fessan, speaking more quietly now.

Fessan regarded him through narrow eyes. “I do.”

“Are you going to tell me what it is?”

“Are you going to listen?”

Tarlan couldn’t suppress his smile. “I suppose I might.”

Fessan bowed his head with a small smile of his own. “Very well, my prince. We will go back to Idilliam. You are right. Gulph must be found—the prophecy depends on it. We agree on that much, at least. But Brutan’s forces are strong, and their numbers will only continue to grow as more of the undead join their ranks. To defeat them, we will need an army the like of which Toronia has never seen before. But that is not all.”

“It isn’t?”

Despite himself, Tarlan was fascinated. As soon as he started talking strategy, Fessan’s eyes lit up with a kind of fire, and Tarlan began to understand what it truly was to be a soldier.

“No. Before we can cross the chasm, we must repair the bridge . . . or build a new one altogether. For that we will need engineers, and lots of them.” Fessan looked south, staring through the trees as if he were seeing not the forest but what lay beyond. “Even that is not enough, though. Idilliam is only part of the picture. We will need a second army, to march on Ritherlee. The Vicerins have become too powerful.”
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