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Chapter One

“Not the first crypt we’ve broken into—probably won’t be the last,” Ridge said as Henri knelt in front of the large lock and worked the tumblers with a pick.

“When we entered the King’s service, somehow this wasn’t what I had in mind,” Rett replied, never taking his attention from the overgrown private graveyard that stretched behind a deserted mansion.

“Where’s your love of adventure?” Ridge quipped, equally alert for danger. They fell into bantering easily out of old habit, a way to diffuse the tension and fear of a dangerous job.

“I must have misplaced it when they put a bounty on our heads.”

A loud click and a sigh of relief brought their attention back to the crypt door as Henri got to his feet. “The lock’s open, but a place like this is bound to have more protections. Go slow.”

“The Witch Lord’s likely to have the place warded to raise an alert if there are trespassers,” Rett warned.

“Like we’re not always cautious,” Ridge replied, and Henri snorted at the sarcasm.

“The souls of restraint,” Rett added, and Henri rolled his eyes.

“Go,” Henri told them. “I’ll stand guard. Just be quick about it. This place gives me the creeps.”

“I’ll ask Edvard to stay with you,” Rett said. “He can warn us if you need help.”

“Yeah, leave the ghost with me. That’ll make everything less spooky,” Henri retorted, although Rett knew Henri had come to consider Edvard part of their odd little found family, just as Ridge and Rett did.

“Don’t worry—I’ll put down a line of salt across the windows and doors. Got a couple other tricks up my sleeve,” Henri added. “Now go so we can get home. There’s soup on the hearth, and I don’t want a cold dinner.”

Henri bent to the task of spreading a line of salt and iron filings along the crypt’s outer entrance and the two thin, barred windows of murky glass that were the mausoleum’s only adornment. A matchlock rifle stood propped against the wall near the doorway. Rett knew that Henri probably had a dozen knives and weapons hidden on his person, as well as whatever lethal goodies were in the small bag he’d brought with him.

Ridge and Rett both carried torches, necessary as they moved beyond the faint moonlight that illuminated the crypt’s entranceway.

“This place is huge,” Rett muttered. “A mansion for the dead.”

“Nobody’s special once they’re worm food,” Ridge replied. “Just bones and bad memories.”

The hewn stone held a damp cold that sent a shiver down Rett’s spine. The crypt smelled moldy and stale. Wall sconces provided a place for their torches, which lit the second room adequately enough to read the inscriptions on the floor vaults and effigy tombs that provided the last resting place of a branch of the noble Letwick family.

“You’re the one who did the research,” Rett prodded. “Which vault is empty?”

Ridge walked past each one, straining to read the carved names in the flickering light. “Not necessarily empty,” he warned. “It just might have more than bones.”

He made a second circle of the room, then stopped in front of the tomb marked “Evelyn Letwick.”

“Here,” Rett said with a certainty provided by his illicit magic.

“Then let’s get to it,” Ridge replied. “I don’t like this place—and I get the feeling that the spirits here aren’t fond of us either.”

Rett used an iron crowbar to pull the carved name stone from its place. He set it aside and stepped out of the way as Ridge swung the heavy blacksmith’s hammer to crush the inner layer of bricks designed to assure that the dead rested undisturbed.

Ridge reached in with gloved hands and yanked hard on what remained of the casket. Old wood came apart as it moved, holding together long enough to slide the emaciated corpse out and onto the floor.

Rett winced at the indignity, offering a mental apology to the dead woman. The air grew colder, telling him that the spirits were near, watching. “Edvard—anything from the ghosts?” He touched the hidden spelled coin in his pocket that let him talk with their revenant accomplice.

“They’re waking—and they are not amused. Don’t dally.”

Rett knelt next to the wrecked coffin, pulling on a pair of leather gloves that would protect his hands and deflect the magic of items while not completely canceling his ability to sense them. He scowled as he gingerly felt around the bones for the relics their spy told them were hidden there.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “I think Makary put them inside the body.”

A cool breeze, when the air should have been still, warned that they were running out of time. Rett gritted his teeth and plunged his hand into the bony rib cage, grimacing at the feel of the bones even though the protection of his gloves.

“Watch out!” Ridge warned.

Rett barely had time to register the gray shape of an angry ghost before Ridge swung his iron sledgehammer and dispelled the spirit—for the moment.

“Hurry!” Ridge barked, as if that idea hadn’t occurred to Rett.

“I’m working on it!” Rett snapped. Short of ripping the skeleton apart, the only way to find the hidden relics was by touch, and Rett felt certain the experience would add one more scenario to his already lengthy list of recurring nightmares.

They had it on good authority that the Witch Lord had been gathering magical items and hiding them for future use. Until they could examine the objects, there was no way to know what the relics might do. Since the possibilities ranged from boosting power to cursing anyone who activated them, Rett was doing his best to proceed with caution.

“One, two, three—” he counted, removing a vial, coin, and crystal, and dropping them into his pack.

An icy wind stirred, and Ridge’s hammer swung dangerously close to Rett’s head as he stopped another spirit from attacking.

“Three. Dammit! There are supposed to be five,” Rett muttered, groping among the ribs and vertebrae and promising himself a large slug of whiskey to bleach the memory from his brain. His hand closed on a small wood carving, and he added that to his collection.

“Rett—” Ridge growled as he turned to face another spectral enemy.

“Got it!” Rett held the last prize triumphantly, some sort of amulet, a second before a translucent gray hand grabbed his wrist in a painfully strong grip, sending ice through his blood.

He sensed more than saw Edvard’s spirit crash into the angry ghost, knocking her away and into the path of Ridge’s iron hammer.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said breathlessly, tucking his bag safely beneath his shirt and grabbing his crowbar. He and Ridge hurried out of the room back-to-back, and Rett laid down a thick line of salt to keep the burial room’s eternal residents in their final resting place.

Rett felt the persistent itch in his mind that usually meant Edvard was trying to communicate. He reached into his pocket and touched the coin that linked them.

“There are living men moving through the graveyard. They may have followed your tracks or been summoned when you broke in. Tell Henri to break the salt line, and I’ll keep them occupied while you run for your horses,” Edvard told him.

“Break the salt line and run!” Rett called out loud enough for Ridge and Henri to hear.

After the spectral chill of the crypt, the outside air felt too warm. With his hammer in one hand and a long knife in the other, Ridge led the way back to where their horses were tethered in the shadows. Rett followed, crowbar at the ready—as useful against the living as the dead—and a bag of salt in the other hand. The relics they’d risked their lives for were snug against his chest. Henri brought up the rear, carrying one of the torches. He couldn’t fire the matchlock while he ran, but Rett didn’t doubt their friend had a plan for just such a contingency.

Hoofbeats broke the still night air, growing closer. Rett dared a glance over his shoulder and saw tendrils of mist coalescing between them and their pursuers, no doubt part of Edvard’s “distraction.”

“Go!” he hissed as they closed the distance to where their mounts waited, reins loosely looped over low branches.

Alarmed shouts and dismayed cries met the ghostly blockade as Edvard and the graveyard spirits did their best to delay their attackers. A throwing knife whizzed through the air, slicing through Rett’s sleeve, barely missing his shoulder. Their horses hadn’t seemed so far away when they’d crept into the burying grounds, and Rett wondered if they’d make it out without having to stand and fight.

“I’ve got this,” Henri said in a voice pitched just for Rett and Ridge. “Saddle up. I’ll be right behind you.”

The brigands chasing them broke through the line of ghosts, intent on their quarry. Rett guessed that the graveyard’s spirits had little need to manifest solidly to pose a real threat. Edvard knew those tricks, but one ghost against five horsemen was hardly a fair fight.

Another knife flew, and this one hit Ridge in the left arm, drawing blood. He cursed loudly, but the injury didn’t keep him from swinging into his saddle.

Rett dropped the crowbar and flung a knife of his own. He didn’t miss, and the blade sank hilt-deep into the lead rider’s chest.

“Ride!” Henri urged as he climbed onto his horse. He threw down the torch between them and the brigands and lobbed several small objects into the flames. “Go!”

Rett heard a hiss, then a cloud of stinking smoke erupted along with fireworks shooting in all directions. Their horses, trained to ignore the sounds of battle, galloped in the opposite direction while the brigands struggled to keep their mounts from bucking and fleeing.

“Just a little insurance,” Henri called to them. “Something I cooked up before we left.”

Henri’s display wouldn’t hold off determined thieves for long, and Rett feared that the highwaymen might be even more insistent if they believed the supposed “haul” Rett and his friends had removed from the crypt was worth the effort of their escape. Sure enough, as soon as the light from the fireworks dimmed, the sound of hoofbeats echoed behind them.

A small stone bridge provided the only way across a deep creek. Henri hung back as they reached the midpoint, and he threw what looked to Rett like a couple of fish heads over the side into the water.

“Plug your ears, ride like a daemon is on your tail, and don’t look back!” Henri shouted. He looped his reins over his wrists, sticking his fingers in his ears, and putting his heels to his horse’s ribs.

Rett felt the swell of strange magic behind them and caught the faintest strains of song before the screaming started.

A siren? Fuck. How in the name of the gods did Henri manage to set a siren on them? he wondered, but keeping his seat while his horse ran at full gallop kept him from pondering the question.

When they were certain that the brigands were far behind them, Ridge signaled for them to lead their horses into a shady grove beside a stream.

“How did you summon a siren?” Rett demanded, intrigued.

“Is that what he did?” Ridge asked. “Because whatever it was felt like it was tugging on me to turn around—and part of me wanted to.”

“You’d have been sucked dry and eaten like those sons of bitches who were chasing us,” Henri replied. “And as for ‘summoning,’ it was more a matter of treating the lady of the creek to her favorite dinner of fish heads. We were already more than halfway across, so she owed us safe passage. They, on the other hand, were the ones who had to pay the toll,” he added with a chuckle.

“And you knew this, how?” Ridge asked, breathless from adrenaline.

Henri gave him an amused look. “All the time I’ve spent locked up in a wizard’s tower with you, and you don’t think I did a bit of reading of my own? Never know when these things will come in handy.” He gave a smug smile and immediately appointed himself on watch while the others took the horses to drink and found them a safe patch of grass beneath the trees where they could cool down.

“That was a bit more excitement than I’d bargained for,” Ridge muttered as he watched his horse bend its neck to drink.

Rett raised an eyebrow. “You’re surprised? Ridge, when do we not end up running for our lives?”

“It’s not all the time,” Ridge protested.

“Pretty much,” Rett countered. “Apparently, we’re the least stealthy assassins in the kingdom.”

“That’s definitely true,” Henri piped up from where he stood, a spot where he was hidden from passersby but had a clear view of the road in both directions.

“Does anyone think it’s odd that the crypt didn’t have more magical protections?” Ridge asked.

“You mean besides the alarm that summoned the hired muscle—and the angry ghosts?” Henri remarked.

“Makary probably didn’t think he needed it, because I’m pretty sure that if someone tried to handle the items without protective magic like my gloves, they wouldn’t have survived the attempt,” Rett said. “Whatever these relics do, they’re nasty.”

Joel “Ridge” Breckenridge and Garret “Rett” Kennard met in the orphanage as children, when Ridge came to Rett’s defense in a schoolyard brawl. Together, they had trounced their opponents, beginning a life-long friendship and brotherhood. Ridge taught Rett to read, and Rett taught Ridge to pick pockets. They also shared a dangerous secret since both of them had the Sight, an ability to sense whether someone had sold their soul in service to a dark witch. Rett’s gifts ran even deeper, with visions and, lately, other new powers he was just learning to control.

Ridge and Rett had risen through the army ranks to become Shadows, elite assassins who protected Landria’s king. While most Shadows worked alone, the pair insisted on being a team, with unequaled results.

Henri, their valet, manservant, and accomplice, had a surprising range of skills and knowledge, as well as deadeye aim with a matchlock. Together, they had defied the odds more times than Rett could count.

That is, until this last year.

Despite all their efforts and sacrifice, the Witch Lord had finally managed to kill King Kristoph and pin the blame on them. Ridge, Rett, and Henri had become outlaws, obsessed with bringing the Witch Lord to account and clearing their names.

“Do you think the brigands were after the artifacts, or did they mistakenly think we looked like well-heeled marks?” Ridge wondered as the horses drank.

“Probably the latter—amusing as it is,” Rett answered in a dry tone.

“The joke’s on them,” Ridge replied. “Although it’s a good thing they didn’t realize there’s a bounty on us.”

“I miss the city,” Rett said wistfully. “And our safe houses. And all those lovely provisions and changes of clothing that we left behind. Not much fits in a saddlebag.”

“Unfortunately, Caralocia doesn’t miss us—except as wanted men,” Henri pointed out. “Once things settle down—I’m thinking positively here—I can secure more bolt holes for us and reprovision them with all your favorite things.” Henri’s appearance could be deceiving. The short, pudgy valet’s plain features hid the mind of a card sharp behind an innocent face.

Rett gave an exaggerated sigh. “Thank you. I’m fine with being an assassin and killing bad people and outrunning the ones trying to kill me, but life’s too short to do without some basic comfort.” His sly smile made his teasing clear.

“As hideouts go, we’ve got it pretty good,” Ridge reminded him, although Rett really hadn’t forgotten. “We’re probably in the safest place in the kingdom, protected by a powerful mage and a master spy. Who are surprisingly good cooks. We could do worse.”

“No matter where we’ve hidden, I’ve always made sure you had good food,” Henri pointed out. “Even if I had to steal the best ingredients.”

“Do you think the brigands followed us or that we set off a signal that alerted them?” Ridge asked, serious once more. “No one but Kane and Malachi knew we were coming here, so we weren’t betrayed.”

“Maybe they were doing some tomb robbing of their own and figured we were encroaching on their territory,” Rett speculated. “That’s the most likely explanation I can come up with. Maybe they were looking for jewelry. They shouldn’t be expecting to find magical relics. The priests would not be amused.”

With magic outlawed, those with minor abilities like hedge witches, mediums, and midwives existed at the fringe of society, “overlooked” because of their usefulness. Anyone with real power found themselves conscripted by either the army or the priests, an unpleasant existence Ridge and Rett had no desire to experience.

“Maybe they weren’t looking for ‘magical’ items so much as trinkets from a noble house, something easy to sell.” Ridge ran his hand soothingly along his black stallion’s neck and affectionately scratched his ears. Henri’s brown mare stood a few paces off, reins looped over a low branch, munching on grass.

“Whatever they expected, they got more than they bargained for.” Rett’s roan gelding nuzzled his arm, hoping for a bit of dried fruit. Rett chuckled and found pieces of dried apple in his saddlebag for all three of their horses.

“Do you think the pieces we got were worth the risk?” Ridge glanced back toward where Henri stood guard and cast a nervous glance up and down the road, likely worried about pursuers.

Rett shrugged. “Hard to say. They were important enough to the Witch Lord for him to hide them, and I can sense that they have power, but whether they’re going to be useful or not Malachi will need to determine.”

A low buzz quickly rose to a deafening drone. Sharp pain stabbed through Rett’s temples, and he groaned as he clapped his hands over his ears and sank to the ground. His heart pounded, and despite the cool weather, sweat beaded his forehead. Vision. He sank to his knees with a growl of pain. Ridge shouted his name, and footsteps crunched nearby, but the vision took Rett far away.

Rett was on a path in an unfamiliar forest. This isn’t real. He reminded himself as all of his senses threatened to overwhelm him.

Thick woods surrounded him. Rett couldn’t shake the feeling that he wasn’t alone even though he couldn’t see anyone. He reached for the knife on his belt and found its sheath missing. Rett cursed under his breath.

He saw a cottage set back from a stream. A glimpse of tanning pits and the stench of urine told him the trade of its owner and the reason the house sat alone in the woods. Another strange, unsettling odor grew stronger as Rett walked toward the building.

No smoke rose from the chimney. Rett moved forward carefully, wondering what was so important. A frisson of uneasiness tingled down his spine. That feels like dark magic.

A stink like rotting vegetation made bile rise in his throat, and he breathed shallowly through his mouth to keep from being sick.

The eerie silence made him wary. Visions are never random. I’m here for a reason.

This close to the tanning pits, the stench of their contents would have already had him gagging, but a different—and worse—odor overpowered even that. More than once, Rett had come upon a corpse rotting in the sun. The odor that hung over the tanner’s property was similar, awful, and overwhelming. His gift screamed a warning.

Rett saw a man with a large hat, dressed in black. He stood with his back to Rett, and in front of the stranger another man was on his knees, terrified. He couldn’t hear what the kneeling man said, but from his posture it was clear he was begging for his life. Rett fought the urge to intervene, reminding himself that he was trapped in a vision.

The man in black appeared unmoved by his prisoner’s pleas. He raised a hand, a violet light glowed, and Rett saw the ground around the kneeling man ripple. A thick, oily sludge bubbled up, encircling the captive but staying well away from the other man.

Tendrils reached out from the black ooze, stretching toward Hat Man’s victim, who shook in fear. The tendrils moved fast, winding around the man’s wrists and ankles. His body arched and twisted. Rett didn’t need to hear his screams to know that terror had changed to agony.

Hat Man watched, unmoved by the pleas of his prisoner. The tendrils raced up the man’s body, followed by the ooze that washed over the screaming man like a black tide. His eyes bulged, and as the slime covered his body, he gasped and wheezed for breath.

His last pleas came to a strangled end as the sludge covered his face; his body thrashed, and then collapsed into a heap on the ground. The strange black slime enveloped the victim’s body, rippling and pulsing.

Only then did Hat Man give the slightest indication that he had sensed Rett’s presence. He turned, face shaded by the broad brim. Rett felt the weight of his gaze.

Rett cursed his lack of knives and wished for his matchlock. Neither would protect him from twisted magic. Hat Man stretched his hand out toward Rett, blasting a streak of violet light toward him. A vision that should have been merely observing had taken a dangerous twist.

Dark tendrils snaked toward him, and the black ooze lurched closer, alarmingly fast. Rett scrambled backward, terrified of the stranger in black and the dark sludge, fearing it might follow him and leave his rotting corpse buried beneath its glistening slime.

“No!” a new voice sounded in Rett’s mind, accompanied by a surge of energy that blocked the violet light and sent Rett sprawling behind a brilliant white shield of power.

Hat Man and the black ooze vanished, along with the vision of the tannery. Rett found himself floating in an all-white space, unsure whether he was dead or unconscious.

“Sofen?” Rett recognized the voice.

“Are you all right?” Now that the danger was past, Sofen sounded like the young boy he was, his age at odds with his powerful psychic abilities. He and Ridge had rescued Sofen from kidnappers who had wanted to use the boy’s psychic abilities for their own gain. Sofen had helped free other gifted children and attracted those that could sense his call to find sanctuary at Harrowmont. “Are you?”

“I am now—thanks to you. Unless I’m dead?”

“You’re not.”

“I don’t know what would have happened if Hat Man had made that blast connect.”

“Nothing good,” Sofen agreed.

“What happened?”

“I’m not sure. I think you’ve gotten a glimpse of an enemy—and he got a look at you. That was part vision, and part psychic attack,” Sofen told him.

“Attack?” Alarm thrummed through Rett.

“You’re probably safe at Rune Keep with the wardings, but outside … uncertain.” Sofen paused. “I can’t stay long—your head will hurt plenty as it is. Lorella has spoken to ghosts who died from that same black ooze. She wanted to warn you.”

“Does she know who Hat Man is?”

“She is trying to find out. My friends and I are listening for chatter. The nobles are frightened. They fear war with Rhodlann, or being murdered by the Witch Lord.”

“Do they know where the Witch Lord is?”

“He moves a lot. He may suspect that we can trace him. We are trying, but our psychics can’t reach everywhere, all the time, and neither can the ghosts.”

“Anything helps,” Rett told him. “Thank you.”

“You need to go back now. Sorry for the headache.” With that, Sofen’s voice and presence vanished, along with the comforting white light.

“Rett! Come on, wake up. Rett!” Ridge’s voice cut through the fading vision, giving Rett a beacon to follow. He flailed as he woke, looking around in panic for the black slime.

“You’re all right,” Ridge coaxed. “But we need to get moving. We’ve stayed in one place too long. The horses are ready—and then you went wandering.”

“It wasn’t soul travel. More of a vision,” Rett managed. “And then Hat Man tried to kill me, and Sofen showed up. My head is a busy place.”

Rett noted the worry in his partner’s voice and knew that Ridge feared the times when his spirit went walkabout, leaving his body behind. He’s really afraid that someday I won’t wake up. I can’t blame Ridge for worrying. He’s protected me since we were kids, and we’ve had each other’s backs as assassins. I know he’s not afraid of what I can do—he’s scared of the price.

“Hat man? I want to hear all about it—but not right now,” Ridge continued. “Can you stand? Are you back with me? Because we need to ride.”

“Yeah, I can ride. Might need a boost into the saddle.” They had both ridden injured and bleeding too many times for Rett to fear losing face.

“Come on.” Ridge pulled Rett to his feet and helped him swing up onto his mount.

“This way.” Henri led them down a side road and off the main highway. “There’s dust on the horizon, probably several riders heading this way.”

Rett clung to his reins and the pommel of his saddle. Recovery from a vision was brutal. He felt steady enough to put a hand into the pocket of his jacket and close his fingers around an old coin buried in a hidden slit. “Are you there, Edvard? Can you tell if we’ve got someone on our trail?”

Edvard’s spirit didn’t bother manifesting. The air chilled, and Rett felt the ghost’s presence in his mind.

“You haven’t been followed. That doesn’t necessarily mean you’re safe.”

“Keep an eye out. I’m not much good at the moment,” Rett told their ghostly companion.

“Already doing so,” Edvard assured him before his presence faded.

Rett lost track of how long they rode, concentrating on keeping his seat. When no pursuers came into view, Henri stopped in a copse of trees to riffle through his saddlebag. He handed off a wineskin, some sugared nuts, and a piece of dried meat to Rett.

“Eat, drink. You’re pale. I’d rather not have to sling you across your saddle,” Henri told him.

Rett accepted the food and wine gratefully. The worst of the vision’s effects had already waned, but the experience always left him badly drained and vulnerable. “Thanks, I’m doing better,” he assured them.

While his friends knew how to deal with his visions and never left him unprotected, Rett wished he had greater control of his psychic gifts so they weren’t a liability. I’ve gotten stronger, but it’s still not enough. I’d never forgive myself if it was my fault we were caught or hurt.

“Enough brooding.” Ridge rode up alongside him and gave him a once-over. “Don’t blame yourself. Your visions always turn out to be important.”

“But the timing leaves a lot to be desired,” Rett mumbled.

“Not your fault,” Ridge replied. “Let’s keep moving. The sooner we’re safe, the faster you can tell Malachi and Kane what you saw—and they can help figure out what it means.”

Another candlemark’s ride brought them into sight of Rune Keep, a tower intended as a mage’s prison that had become their sanctuary.

“Get Rett inside and have Malachi tend him,” Henri said when they reached the tower’s base. “I’ll see to the horses and be back shortly.”

“Be careful,” Ridge warned.

Henri grinned and flipped up the edge of his waistcoat, revealing a wicked blade. Rett felt certain it was not the man’s only weapon. “Don’t be worrying about me. Find out what Rett saw, and whether those baubles that nearly got us strung up by our nuts were worth the risk. Just save me a bit of dinner and some whiskey, if you please.”

Rett salvaged his damaged pride by not needing help to dismount. Ridge wouldn’t hold it against me. We’ve both ridden more dead than alive, more than once. Still—I’m walking on my own, my head isn’t killing me, and I don’t want to throw up.

An opening appeared in the wall where there had been none a heartbeat earlier. “Glad you’re back,” Kane greeted them from the shadowed interior. “Come inside; I’ll wait for Henri.”

Rett stumbled on the way to the winding stone stairway and wobbled on the climb, acutely aware that Ridge intentionally walked behind to catch him if he lost his footing.

“I’m all right,” he whispered.

“Sure you are,” Ridge said in a tone that both agreed and took exception with his statement.

“I think … the relics are making it worse.” Rett was surprised he only just now made that connection.

“Just a few more steps, and we can hand those off and let you lie down,” Ridge coaxed. “Food, drink, and a little magic should do the trick.”

I hope. Ridge didn’t need to speak the words aloud for Rett to assume what he didn’t say.

“Good. You’re back,” Malachi said. The mage looked to be in his third decade, with long dark hair, high cheekbones, and green eyes. “Edvard can catch me up on the main story while Rett recovers and we deal with the artifacts you found.” He lent the ghost the energy to be seen and heard, and Edvard recounted their adventure while Rett took the chance to recuperate.

Rett stretched out on the Alossian loomed rug and sighed in relief to be safe, even if it was within a tower prison with the most powerful banished witch-necromancer in Landria as their host. They listened as Rett recounted his vision, the attack, and what Sofen had shared.

“You had a busy day,” Malachi said. “I feared that Makary might find a way to strike at you. Perhaps we’ve been fortunate so far to avoid worse. Good to know that Sofen and Lorella are tapping into their people—or ghosts—for information. We have good sources. We just need to put the pieces together in time.”

“Here,” Rett mumbled, reaching beneath his shirt to extract the rune-covered bag with the stolen relics, handing them off to Ridge as if the psychic burn he felt from their power might really blister his fingers. Ridge took the sack without cringing, letting Rett know that his partner’s less amplified abilities didn’t register the surge from the items.

“Clearly the protective marks on the bag didn’t fully blunt the resonance.” Malachi carried the pouch carefully walking over to a nearby table and placing it inside a stone bowl. “Sorry about that. They must be more energized than we expected.”

“Being shoved inside a rib cage for however long didn’t dim their mojo,” Rett replied. Now that they weren’t running for their lives, the headache from his vision felt like it might crush his skull.

Malachi poured a cup of tea and brought it to him. “Drink this. I was afraid the relics might trigger a vision. The tea should help with the headache. There’s soup when you’re ready to eat. In the meantime, lie still and let the brew do its work.”

Ridge knelt beside him with a pillow and blanket. Rett closed his eyes, but knew Ridge remained near. Malachi lent more energy to Edvard to remain visible to everyone, and Rett let himself drift as the ghost recounted their evening, with Ridge breaking in with details from time to time.

“Compliments once again to Henri, the most dangerous valet in Landria,” Malachi said with a chuckle when the tale was told.

Rett thought he heard noises from below, suggesting that Henri and Kane were heading up the tower steps. Rest and tea gradually calmed Rett’s aching head, and he struggled to sit with Ridge’s help.

“Stay where you are.” Henri clearly sized up the situation once he entered the room. “I’ll fetch soup, bread, and more tea for both of you.”

Kane filled a bowl for himself and for Malachi before sitting at the table with the mage and eyeing the relic bag warily. “Think what’s in there was worth the risk?” His voice was roughened from the finger of whiskey he had just knocked back.

“Clearly the Witch Lord thought the items were,” Malachi replied. “Now we’ve got to figure out what they are—and what he thought he might do with them—to know for sure.”


Chapter Two

“Black, moving sludge?” Kane echoed when they finished telling the story. “That doesn’t sound natural, and it can’t be good.”

Malachi seemed to be deep in thought for a moment. “I’ve heard of such a thing. You’re right—it’s not good. But it might not be a catastrophe. It depends.”

Ridge raised an eyebrow. “On what? Because what Rett said he saw sounds pretty damn creepy.”

Malachi toyed with his glass. “Something can be uncommon without being unnatural. Under the right conditions, strange—but very natural—things can occur. What you saw could have been a quirk of the weather, spores, minerals in the ground, or contamination. Or it could be dark magic.” He drummed his fingers on the table. “I really don’t like the thought of that man with the hat controlling the sludge.”

“Is there a tannery around here? That’s definitely what Rett saw. I’d bet the place in his vision wasn’t far from here,” Ridge pressed.

“Unless it was near Green Knoll,” Kane suggested.

“It wasn’t.” Rett was on his feet and standing in the doorway, leaning heavily on the wall. “Green Knoll has a feel to it—I can’t really explain, but it’s different there.”

“In so many ways,” Ridge muttered, and Rett gave him a pointed look.

Rett doesn’t remember how it was, those weeks after we rescued him when we didn’t know if he’d survive or if he’d ever be himself again. He was fighting for his life, and it was way too close. All that poison the dark witch gave him—his soul is still “loose.” Rett’s gotten used to soul traveling, but it’s scary as fuck to watch from the outside and not know if he’s ever going to wake up again, or if he’ll get lost somewhere we can’t find him.

“You know what I mean,” Rett grumbled.

Ridge knew.

“Good,” Malachi replied, ignoring Ridge and Rett’s side argument. “That means it’s not a new threat to the monastery. Although I don’t like having it pop up here now. It’s ominous, and I don’t believe in coincidence.”

Rett looked disheveled after his vision as if he’d been awakened from rough sleep. Ridge thought it made Rett look younger than his twenty-two years, reminding him of the teen he’d been when he joined Ridge in the army after the orphanage.

Though they looked nothing alike, people often mistook Ridge and Rett for brothers. Rett was the shorter of the pair, with a light olive complexion that tanned deep golden in the sun, curly chestnut brown hair streaked summer blond, and whiskey-brown eyes.

Ridge was a few inches taller and more muscled than Rett, as well as being two years older. Ridge’s crow black hair, pale skin, and piercing blue eyes were the features people remembered, along with his sharp jawline and high cheekbones.

“We should go check out the tannery.” Kane stretched his legs out beneath the table. Unlike Malachi, whose striking looks made him memorable, Kane was the perfect spy—average and unremarkable in both height and appearance. Shaggy dark blond hair could be tucked up in a cap, worn loose or pulled back in a short queue, and his features were pleasant enough without letting him stand out from the crowd.

“I was thinking the same thing.” Ridge braced for an argument with Rett. Rett hates being left behind, even when he can barely function. He’s not completely healed—mind or body. And every setback like the way he reacted to that vision wipes out days of progress.

“You and Kane should go.”

Ridge glanced sharply at Rett, surprised. “You’re okay with that?’

Rett shrugged with an expression that said he knew he’d already lost the argument before it began. “Since the vision made it clear I’ll have a strong reaction to the sludge, it probably makes sense for you and Kane to check it out this first time. Neither of you is going to get mind-walloped by the evil mold.”

That description drew a chuckle from both Malachi and Kane. “An accurate description, if not quite the way it might be described in the lore,” Malachi remarked.

“It would be nice if Rett could get his insights without feeling like he’d been whacked with a cudgel,” Henri observed from where he’d pulled a chair near the fire. “Slows things down—like escaping.”

“Spit it out, Malachi.” Kane gave a pointed look at his partner. “You’re not telling us what’s going through your mind.”

Malachi shrugged, frowning. “Mostly because I’m still not quite sure myself. Something is twitching in the back of my memory, but damned if I can draw it forward just yet. I’m going to have to do some research. Rett can help me while the two of you—”

Henri loudly cleared his throat.

“The three of you,” Malachi amended, “check out the real thing. Perhaps something in your report will dislodge the missing memory.”

“Now that’s settled, what about those relics? We damn near got our asses handed to us stealing them.” Kane reached for the bottle to pour himself more whiskey.

Malachi went to retrieve the stone bowl that held the items—a bronze amulet, a vial of dark liquid, an etched silver coin, a carved wooden figure, and an egg-shaped piece of crystal. None of them looked remarkable.

The mage took a pair of thin, silver-tipped rowan wood sticks inlaid with protective gemstones, their tops wound with spelled cord, and gently turned the relics over to get a better look.

“Do you know what they are?” Kane pressed.

“Yes—and I don’t like what I’m seeing.” Malachi’s earlier good mood had darkened. “The Witch Lord doesn’t have much magic of his own, so he’s had to steal power from other sources—people or objects. These pieces are repositories for energy.”

“You think Makary hid the relics in case he lost a fight and needed to regain his power faster than he could by healing?” Rett asked, using the Witch Lord’s real name. He stretched to see over Malachi’s shoulder.

“I think that’s likely.” Malachi looked up at Rett. “Do you sense anything from them? Don’t touch.”

Ridge held his breath as Rett’s hand, palm down, hovered over the relics. He recoiled, backing away so fast that he nearly fell.

“Was the cloth they were wrapped in spelled?” Rett eyed the bowl with suspicion. “The magic feels twisted. Damaged.”

Malachi nodded. “Yes, the cloth was spelled to hide its contents and blunt their magic. The energy bears the scars of how the Witch Lord acquired it.”

“What do we do with them? They can’t be used without harm.” Ridge eyed the relics warily.

“Destroy them,” Malachi replied. “The Witch Lord loses their use, they aren’t a danger, and they can’t fall into the wrong hands. I’ll have to look into how to do that without backlash.”

“Do you think Makary can sense that we took the items?” Kane asked.

Malachi shrugged. “No way to tell. He probably has other caches like this. Losing them won’t cripple him, but now that we’ve weakened him, he has one less way to speed his healing.”

They played a couple of hands of cards after cleaning up the supper dishes. Henri won two rounds, and Kane won the final game. Ridge suspected Henri might have let the spy win just to stay on Kane’s good side. Conversation covered everything except the business at hand, lightening the mood.

“All right.” Kane finished his drink and set his glass down with a thump. “I need to get ready for tomorrow.” He glanced toward Ridge and Henri. “I’ll see you just after dawn. Maybe we can make an early day of it.”

Malachi turned in shortly afterward, and Henri busied himself in the kitchen, leaving Ridge and Rett alone.

“Feeling any better?” Ridge asked.

Rett grimaced. “Some. I wish my abilities would quit knocking me on my ass. It cancels out a lot of the benefit.”

Henri bustled in with a steaming cup. “Hot toddy. It’ll settle your stomach, stop a headache, and get rid of any aching muscles.”

Rett lifted the cup to smell the tea and mint. “Thank you. I’m sure this will help.”

Henri went back to the pantry, and Ridge gave Rett a once-over. “How are you—really? And are you truly all right with me going out with Kane and Henri tomorrow?”

Rett took a few sips of the toddy. “I accept that it needs to be this way since I’m not in full fighting shape. I don’t like being left behind, even though Malachi is good company and I can still contribute by helping with research.”

Rett held up a hand to forestall Ridge’s comment. “I know you’re not replacing me. I know it’s all temporary. And I realize how much of a risk I am to everyone else, especially when something happens like today. But … it’s still not the way I’d like it to be.”

Ridge gave him a sympathetic smile. “Killing people just isn’t the same without you,” he joked. “And you’ll be back in the saddle in just a few days. The tannery thing might not turn out to be anything magical—or important. No use slowing down your healing until we know for sure. There will be plenty of time for us to run for our lives together—just like old times.”

Having known Rett nearly all of his life, Ridge could spot his friend’s tells. He knew Rett felt left out and hated not being able to be Ridge’s backup. Accepting the necessity of taking time to rest didn’t mean Rett liked the idea.

“We should turn in too,” Ridge suggested. “You need the sleep, and Kane is going to roust me at some godsawful time tomorrow. Trust me, you’re getting the better part of this deal.”
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Just as Ridge predicted, Kane woke him at daybreak. They ate a hurried breakfast, and by the time they got to the keep’s hidden entrance, Henri was waiting for them with their horses.

“Looks like a fine day for an adventure,” Henri greeted them.

“The problem with adventuring,” Ridge replied, “is that it always ends up with someone getting bloody.”

“Malachi was awake even before me this morning,” Kane said. “He spent all night going over lore books. He’s got a few theories about this black slime, and I don’t think any of them are good.”

“Going to share?” Ridge knew he sounded snappish, but the coffee hadn’t hit his system yet.

“Actually, Malachi didn’t tell me. Said he didn’t want to color our impressions of the site,” Kane said.

“I guess ‘don’t touch it’ goes without saying?”

Kane snorted. “Yeah, pretty sure of that.”

“Good thing I’m here to keep you both in one piece,” Henri piped up from behind them. “And don’t worry,” he added, dropping his voice, “I do have explosives if we need them.”

“Oddly enough, that does make me feel better,” Kane remarked.

“We’re a bad influence. Ask anyone.” Ridge grinned.

The crisp morning air and the adrenaline of anticipation helped Ridge wake up. The Witch Lord is on the loose, and he’s still got supporters. Henri and I have a price on our heads. And without a king, the guards aren’t chasing cutpurses like they used to. Just leaving the tower is dangerous—and that’s before we even get to the real threat.

“What’s on your mind?” Kane asked after they had ridden for a while.

“Trying to figure out how—or if—the slime death fits with everything. Maybe it really is just a fluke of nature, not magical at all. It seems like small stakes for Makary,” Ridge replied.

“Makary won’t be happy until he has the crown—one way or another,” Kane grumbled. “I wish I’d never heard his name.”

“That makes two of us.”

Yefim Makary—whose supporters called him the Witch Lord—was a charismatic wandering mystic with his eye on the throne. He styled himself as a vagabond oracle, but he came from a noble family with a long history of seeking to wrest the crown of Landria from the rightful king. Makary had masterminded the fatal attack on King Kristoph and had his men capture and torture Rett.

“I’ve learned from watching Malachi that the smallest things in magic can have the greatest impact,” Kane replied. “If the sludge is something natural, perhaps the Witch Lord bent it to his needs. And if the slime is not normal, maybe he’s conjured or summoned it—so we’d best be ready before we have to face it on a larger scale.”

“If the sludge is magicked, then I’d rather face its maker when we have a mage with us,” Ridge said.

Kane nodded. “Agreed. But Malachi needs to be with Rett, and friendly witches are in short supply. Which is why he gave us the pendants.”

“Fancy jewelry is nice, but I put more faith in gunpowder,” Henri observed.

Ridge fingered the silver disk that hung on a strap around his neck. Malachi had made one for each of them, and promised they would deflect harmful magic—short of a close-range strike by a powerful witch. It was better than nothing, but Ridge still wished both Rett and Malachi were with them.

They kept to the back roads, and passed few other travelers. Henri and Kane were good company and lethal in a fight, but Ridge missed Rett and their easy synchronicity.

“The tannery should be just ahead.” Henri pointed forward and to the left of the road.

This area had few houses, mostly farm fields and stretches of forest. Then again, no one wants a tanner living next door. Leather is useful, but the process to make it is disgusting—and the stench is awful.

A path led from the road toward a stone house, which sat on the top of a slight rise, above the tanning vats.

“Whatever happened here wasn’t long ago. Days, not weeks,” Kane observed.

“Birds are on the ground—not likely that there’s anyone else here.” Henri nodded toward the crows gathered in the stubble of a recently cut field.

They tethered the horses in a copse of trees safely removed from potential danger and headed closer on foot.

“Fuck, I can smell the tanning pits from here,” Ridge muttered.

Henri carried his matchlock, as well as a bag Ridge felt certain held a multitude of unpleasant surprises. Both Ridge and Kane had lit torches and kept their swords in hand.

Ridge patted his bag, reassuring himself of his supply of salt, aconite, and powdered amanita—a powerful protective mix. Henri had given both men small gunpowder bombs. Kane brought a sizeable flask of cheap whiskey—good for starting fires.

They trod carefully, watching to ensure that nothing underfoot resembled the black sludge. The house and grounds seemed too quiet.

“There aren’t any birds closer in,” Henri murmured. “Back there—but not near the house. Might mean nothing—or there could be a reason they’re staying away.”

They approached the opposite side of the house from the pits. The small cottage appeared to be well cared for, certainly not abandoned.

The wind had been blowing away from the tanning vats. It shifted, carrying a stink that nearly made Ridge gag.

“Wretched work,” Henri muttered. “Necessary, useful. But I can’t imagine how anyone abides it.”

From the other side of the house, they heard the panicked bleating of sheep. Kane signaled to spread out, with Ridge going to the right, Henri to the left, and Kane storming through the unlocked house.

“You there! Stop!” Ridge shouted when he rounded the corner to see a man in dark clothing near what looked like a sheep pen. A faint violet glow limned the stranger’s hands, and crackled toward the terrified sheep in the pen.

Black ooze surrounded the man, washing over the ground, advancing on the sheep like a fouled ocean wave. The sheep huddled at the back of the pen, trapped and bleating, with nowhere to go.

In seconds the sludge lapped at the sheep’s hooves, then trapped their legs and moved upward, slipping over them like a shroud.

The sharp report of Henri’s matchlock firing broke the stillness and sent a flock of birds into the air, squawking in protest. The stranger’s whole form glowed brightly and Henri’s bullet dug into the side of the house. A blaze of purple light flashed, but faded before reaching them.

Before they could react, a dense cloud of insects rose from everywhere at once, flying into their faces, making it hard to see or breathe.

By the time they swatted their way clear, the stranger had vanished.

“What in the name of the gods was that?” Ridge wiped gnats from the corner of his eyes. Kane cursed as he brushed himself off, covered with smeared blood and bug guts.

“Magic.” Henri sounded more offended than angry. “I don’t miss at that distance.”

“Agreed,” Kane said. “Did you see the glow? And the flash? I’m betting that Malachi’s pendants stopped whatever that was from hitting us. Not to mention, that disappearing trick took some kind of mojo.”

“Just like in Rett’s vision.”

Ridge felt a gut-deep urge to run in the opposite direction. The hair on the back of his neck rose, and his gut clenched. “That’s the guy with the hat Rett saw, the one who used sludge to murder a man. What did he do to the sheep?”

Where the animals had cowered moments before, now only mounds covered with glistening, pulsating sludge remained. Ridge stared in horror and fought back the urge to puke.

“Watch your step,” Kane cautioned. Thready black tendrils sprouted from the mounds, twining up the pen’s fence and stretching into the dry grass.

“There.” Kane indicated a man-sized heap in the middle of the well-trod paths between vats, covered with the same eerily moving slime.

“Look at the threads.” Henri gestured toward the ground. Thin black lines stretched from the animal pens toward the dead tanner.

“They’re trying to connect.” Ridge spotted similar lines extending from the man’s corpse toward the fungus.

“And it left the offal pile alone,” Kane noted. A bin of scraps buzzed with flies but showed no trace of sludge.

“Maybe it likes its meat fresh,” Ridge voiced the awful thought that occurred to him. “From what Rett saw, the slime is what killed them … not something that happened afterward.”

“It’s alive—but is it aware?” Henri questioned.

“I think we’ve got part of that answer.” Kane sounded genuinely spooked. Ridge and Henri followed his gaze to the path. What had been bare dirt moments before now crowded with undulating black tendrils moving with disturbing speed—and they were heading right toward the three men.

Kane sheathed his sword and withdrew the flask from his pocket, splashing the whiskey liberally on the black growths and onto the closest part of the dead tanner’s body. Ridge did the same, flinging the salt toward the threads extending from the opposite direction.

Kane and Ridge lowered their torches and set the dry grass ablaze. The flames rose high and spread quickly.

An unholy shriek erupted from sludge covering the corpses. The black tendrils rose from the ground, writhing in the fire before they turned to ash.

“That purple flare, it’s got to be magic. He tried to do … that … to us.” Henri sounded unnerved.

“That’s my guess.” Ridge felt a chill of horror.

Henri slung his matchlock over his shoulder and reached into his bag. “Sometimes, explosions work better than bullets.” He lit a gunpowder canister from Ridge’s torch and lobbed it next to the body, then repeated his action as they backed away, sending homemade bombs into the pen.

Kane and Ridge used up their whiskey and salt, so they wielded their torches like lances to force back any encroaching tendrils. Henri tossed more canisters, turning the area around where the tanner’s body had been and the animal pen into craters.

“We haven’t gotten all the threads, and I’m running out of ammunition,” Henri warned.

The acrid tang of smoke and gunpowder hung in the air, and the pungent odor of burned sludge coupled with rotting flesh overpowered even the stench of the tanning pits. Some of the remaining black threads struggled toward them, singed and burning.

“That’s it—I’m out,” Henri announced.

“Torch the rest,” Kane said in a grim voice as he and Ridge lit up the dry grass and the cottage.

An ear-piercing shriek seemed to rise from the ground itself, everywhere at once, furious and pained.

“Run!” Ridge shouted. The three men sprinted toward their restless horses. They threw the remains of their torches into the brushfire and rode as fast as they dared, leaving the flames behind them.

They didn’t stop until they reached the main road. We look like arsonists—because we are. Ridge assumed that soot marked his face and stained his clothing, just like it did for his companions.

“We need to find a stream,” Henri said. “We all look dodgy as fuck.”

They put a few more miles between them and the tannery, far enough that the black plume of smoke receded on the horizon. Once they found a stream, they took turns standing guard and washing, letting the horses drink their fill.

“What in the name of the gods was that?” Kane shook water out of his hair and wiped his face on the cleanest part of his shirt.

“I guess that’s why Rett had his vision,” Ridge said. “At least now we know how to kill it.”

Kane grimaced. “We know how to hurt it. Since we didn’t stick around, we can’t be sure it’s dead. If it really is some kind of slime gone crazy, it might have a root system that can grow back even if the part aboveground dies.”

“There’s a cheery thought,” Henri spoke up from where he soothed the skittish horses. Of the three of them, the valet had somehow managed to still look the most presentable.

“And we don’t know how to deal with the witch who caused the sludge,” Kane pointed out. “That’s the bigger problem.”

“The point is—we know more than we did before,” Ridge persisted. “We have new information for Malachi that might match something in his books. We don’t dare let the sludge—or the mage—get out into the rest of the kingdom. And if the Witch Lord has something to do with it, that goes double.”

“I’ve fought creatures and armies,” Kane countered. “But how do we fight slime? I hope Malachi comes up with answers, because we can’t burn the kingdom to save it.”


Chapter Three

Rett watched from the tower window until the three riders vanished in the distance. He turned away with a sigh, only to find Malachi watching with a bemused smile.

“I don’t like seeing Kane go into dangerous situations, but I trust him to do his best to come back,” Malachi said, still cradling his cup of coffee.

“It’s just that until this year Ridge and I almost never went into a fight unless it was together,” Rett replied. “If one of us was injured, Henri often took up the slack. Ridge is an excellent fighter, and I know that Kane is too. But Ridge and I usually have each other’s backs.”

“And you will again,” Malachi said. “The sooner we make sense out of this new twist, the quicker we can maybe figure out what Makary is planning.”

The temperature dropped, and Malachi looked up. “I believe Edvard has a message for us.” He gestured toward the sitting room, and Edvard’s ghost appeared, nearly solid.

That’s what a real necromancer can do, vs. someone with a little talent and a haunted coin.

“Lady Sally Anne and Lorella send their best,” Edvard spoke aloud, not just in Rett’s mind. “They said to tell you that everyone at Harrowmont is well, and the damage from the siege is nearly all repaired.”

“Good to hear,” Malachi replied, and Rett nodded.

Malachi’s magic lent Edvard the energy to be visible, providing a better look than the hazy form the ghost was able to present on his own.

Edvard had been a trader and hard-luck smuggler, betrayed by someone on his final job before he planned to quit running contraband and go home to his family. Ridge and Rett had destroyed the smuggling operation, which had been helping to fund the Witch Lord’s treason. Edvard had helped them and decided he enjoyed being a messenger and spy. His help had proved invaluable, and they now considered the ghost a good friend.

“What does she hear from her sources?” Rett asked. “Or rather, what do Sofen and the kids pick up with their psychic stuff?”

Lady Sally Anne used the fortress-like castle she inherited from her dead husband to provide a sanctuary for abused and desperate women. They had recently weathered a siege led by a nobleman aligned with the Witch Lord, which ended with the noble’s army in tatters and the man himself in disgrace.

Among those to whom Lady Sally Anne had given sanctuary were Lorella Solens, a gifted medium, and Sofen, a powerful psychic child. Lorella organized ghosts as spies, while Sofen and the other children with special abilities gathered helpful information by other means.

“Lorella has been busy helping restless spirits move on,” Edvard reported. “She hasn’t heard anything about the Witch Lord since you won that last battle with him and destroyed Noxx.”

“The Witch Lord isn’t dead,” Malachi countered. “We injured him, drained his power—but we didn’t kill him. So he’s gone to ground somewhere, and he’s got another move in mind. We can’t afford to be blindsided.”

Edvard nodded. “Sofen’s had several tips that a man who might be Yefim Makary has been looking for the ruins of old libraries and monasteries, asking questions, and seeking out old books. Some of the people he spoke with turned up dead shortly afterward.”

Rett felt the numbness of battle coldness settle over him.

“He’s looking for Green Knoll—or how to destroy its magic,” Rett said, surprised at how toneless he sounded.

Malachi frowned. “I agree—but I think there’s more to it. Makary never fights a one-front war. He wants to destroy the heir to the throne, but he knows that without his magic at full power, he can’t win. So he’s looking for some other source of energy to strengthen him—or a partner he can use and then discard.”

“Has anyone lived to tell what he’s been looking for at the libraries? Or were the monasteries known for something in particular?” Rett asked.

“I don’t know, but I will ask,” Edvard replied.

“This could be a solid lead. We need a list of the libraries and monasteries—I may see a connection even if they don’t,” Malachi said. “And please, thank them all for their help.”

He paused. “I have another thing to ask of Lady Sally Anne, something I don’t dare trust to a letter. If we are able to bring the monks back safely from Green Knoll, we’ll need a secure place for them. Harrowmont is the most secure spot in the kingdom these days. I don’t want to put her people in danger, but the fate of the kingdom depends on protecting these monks.”

Edvard nodded gravely. “I understand. I will convey your request and report the answer.” With that, the ghost flickered out.

“What did you make of that?” Rett asked.

Malachi poured himself another cup of coffee before answering. “I don’t think Makary’s search is random. He has something specific in mind. The kind of powerful grimoires like those hidden at Green Knoll aren’t usually found in common libraries, and few monks would allow them in their cloisters.”

“Then what does he want?” Rett had seen the vast magical library at Green Knoll, a monastery hidden in time and space to protect King Kristoph’s unlikely heir. It also stored a repository of arcane and occult knowledge.

“If you’re right about the black ooze from your vision, then my bet would be he’s looking for information on land magic, and he’s found someone he can lure—or compel—to teach him or lend power.”

Rett frowned. “What good would that do? I thought that sort of witch helped crops grow.”

“Every magic has its light and dark side. Just as an axe can fell a tree—or kill a person,” Malachi replied. “Land magic is not as benign as most people assume. If a witch can make crops grow, he or she can bring a blight. If they can destroy an infestation, they can also summon one.”

Rett shivered at Malachi’s words. “Infestation … like the slime I saw in my dream?”

Malachi nodded. “Yes. Just a suspicion until I can gather more information. I’m a necromancer—land magic isn’t my gift.”

“What about the relics we took from the crypt?” Rett nodded toward the stone bowl that held the items they had risked so much to steal.

“If we work together, we should be able to identify them from my lore books,” Malachi replied. “Then we can destroy them. I don’t think we can cleanse the dark energy they’re giving off.”

They spent the next few candlemarks in companionable silence, working their way through Malachi’s impressive occult library.

Rett felt a familiar nudge. “Edvard’s back.”

Malachi made the ghost visible once more. “More news?”

Edvard nodded. “Lady Sally Anne says that Harrowmont would be honored to protect the true heir to Landria’s throne. She said they have turned back the siege and are not afraid.”

“Did anyone know more about the monasteries the Witch Lord is pillaging?” Rett asked.

“Yes. All were known for their exceptional farming and livestock—success many believed to be helped by land magic,” Edvard reported. “The monasteries did not harm anyone and were not a threat. But Lady Sally Anne said to remind you that anything can be used as a weapon. Lorella told me that she will reach out to the monks’ ghosts so you can remain focused on your work.”

“Give them our thanks,” Malachi replied. “We are grateful for their help, and as soon as we have worked out how to save Green Knoll, we’ll provide the details.”

Edvard blinked out, and Rett knew that meant he was returning to Harrowmont with the message.

“King Kristoph really didn’t think through what it meant to jail a necromancer, did he?” Rett asked, amused.

Malachi shook his head. “No. And of course, I didn’t explain.”

Rune Keep had been intended as a prison after King Kristoph wrongly blamed Malachi for not saving his wife and infant son, who both died in childbirth. Malachi’s magic enabled him to subvert the worst restrictions, letting him come and go at will while maintaining the appearance of imprisonment.

After a long silence, Rett looked up. “I think I’ve found the amulet.” He turned his book so that Malachi could see the drawing.

Malachi nodded. “It’s a close match, if not identical.”

“This text says it draws energy from those around the wearer and channels it to the owner.”

Malachi grimaced. “That sounds like Makary. It’s easy to see why he would want an item like that if he was down on his luck.”

The mage reached for a book that he had set to one side. “There’s no way to tell about the liquid without uncorking it—which is a risk I’m not willing to take. The coin itself is nothing special—but the symbols etched onto it ask the gods for revenge on the person named.” Malachi shrugged. “I guess Makary figured he could fill in the blank with whomever he wanted rid of when he activated the coin.”

That left them the carved figure and the crystal egg. Rett rose and stretched, then went to the kitchen and poured a fresh cup of coffee. Malachi joined him a few moments later, refilling his cup and nibbling on a slice of dried fruit.

“I never thought magic would be this … sedate,” Rett confessed.

Malachi chuckled. “You know it isn’t always this way. You’ve seen what it’s like when it’s terrifying.”

Rett remembered the assault by Makary’s magic on Green Knoll just weeks ago when he and Kane had spirit-traveled to help the monks repel the attack. It had taken everything they had to beat the Witch Lord, and the victory felt tenuous. The magic that sustained Green Knoll was a fragile masterpiece, the desperate measure of a mage trying to save the legitimate heir to the throne.

Working together they had driven back the threat, but no one knew for sure whether the fixes they had put in place would last long enough to get the monks—and the heir—somewhere safe.

“True enough. But there’s still a lot more bookwork and memorizing things than I ever expected from the bard’s songs and the old stories,” Rett replied with a wistful smile.

“I’m guessing that the life of a King’s Shadow doesn’t quite match the tales people tell, either,” Malachi teased.

Rett rolled his eyes. “Heavens, no! For one thing, people call us ‘shadow killers’—like we kill shadows. They seem to think that when we’re not hunting a target, that we live luxuriously. They forget all the running and hiding and the nearly dying.”

“People tell stories that they want to believe,” Malachi observed. “They change the facts to keep themselves comfortable with their certainties. Being accurate is beside the point.”

Rett knew that neither of them ever expected their current circumstances, let alone their unusual alliance. While his role as a Shadow meant protecting the king, he had never dreamed that he and a handful of outlaws would be the only bulwark between the kingdom and its worst enemy.

They went back to work, shuffling through the stacks of books. Some were incredibly old, with flaking leather covers, yellowed parchment, and faded ink. Others were scrolls so fragile that Rett feared they might disintegrate when he unrolled them.

“I found the crystal,” Rett said after a few more candlemarks of silence. “It amplifies power—but it sounds like more of a doomsday weapon. Whatever power it gives, it eventually wants back double.”

“Sounds like a bad debt to the moneylenders,” Malachi observed. “Makary isn’t the self-sacrificing type. It seems out of character.”

“Maybe he didn’t intend to use it himself,” Rett suggested. “He’s made a habit of tricking other witches into working with him—and sucking them dry. He might lure the poor son of a bitch into using the amplifier crystal without explaining the cost and get what he wants without paying the price himself.”

“That’s more like Makary,” Malachi agreed. “I might have figured out the carved piece. It’s very old—and it matches images that were made to depict a creature said to favor those who invoke its name. It likes blood sacrifices.”

“That also sounds like the Witch Lord,” Rett replied with a bitter edge. “And he sure wasn’t planning on being the one sacrificed.” He leaned back in his chair. “Any theories on the liquid?”

Malachi closed the book in front of him and leaned forward, running his hands across his face. “So many possibilities—none of them good. But if I had to guess—and there’s no way to know for sure—but in keeping with what the other items do, it probably takes away someone’s will to make them more easily controlled. Or maybe it breaks down their mental shielding so he could steal their magic. No matter what—it’s twisted.”

“How do we destroy them?” Rett eyed the objects warily.

“Carefully,” Malachi responded with a humorless chuckle. “I have some ideas.”

It took the next two candlemarks for Rett and Malachi to assemble everything they needed. Rett mixed the ingredients for the spell while Malachi prepared wardings to contain the reaction.

“We’re ready,” Malachi said finally. “I’ve set three warded circles. The first has the objects in it. The second separates me from the items. And the third keeps you outside the blast zone in case this doesn’t work quite the way we planned.”

Rett frowned. “I don’t like being on the outside.”

“You’ve been a tremendous help going through the lore,” Malachi soothed. “But your magic is not like mine. We’re good at different things. You do what you’re trained for. Let me do what I’ve spent a lifetime learning to master.”

Rett didn’t like being coddled—first by Ridge leaving him behind to go with Kane and Henri, and now by Malachi. He wanted to fight about it. But he knew that in both cases, while he didn’t care for the situation, taking a step back was the right thing to do. It still rankled.

“What do I do—if something goes wrong?” Rett might not be able to work major magic, but he didn’t intend to be useless.

“Wait until the wards dissipate and haul me out,” Malachi replied matter-of-factly. “Patch me up if I’m still breathing. If I’m not, don’t do anything hasty. I am a necromancer, after all. I stand a better-than-average chance of finding my way back if I’m only a little dead.”

Only a little dead. Rett couldn’t tell from Malachi’s lopsided grin whether the witch was joking.

“At least I can put out any fires you start,” Rett replied. “And explain what happened to Kane. You know, if you damage yourself, he’ll tear a hole in the Abyss to go looking for you.”

“I don’t doubt that at all. Let’s get going so we can have this done before the others return.”

Malachi set up the concentric rings, and Rett took his place outside them. He kept a long knife and several throwing daggers handy, just in case the relics conjured up any unexpected magical creatures.

He watched Malachi ready himself for the working and found that his shoulders tightened in sympathetic stress.

Malachi started with the coin. He placed it in a silver bowl and tipped in a cup of ingredients particular to dispelling the magic for that item.

Although they had discussed how each piece would be de-energized, Rett still wasn’t entirely clear on what the magic would look like when Malachi worked it. He watched carefully, on high alert for danger and eager to learn from a master.

Rett didn’t know the language Malachi chanted, and he couldn’t recognize the smell of some of the ingredients that burned with a blue flame in the chalice. Malachi’s voice rose as he reached the end of the incantation, and the blue flame expanded suddenly, then died back to nothing. Malachi examined the chalice and lifted the coin with tongs, looking at it closely.

“The coin doesn’t matter, but the rune is gone. Burned away. It’s inert now.” He dropped the coin into the chalice and moved it to the back of the table. The amulet was next, and Malachi’s magic followed similar steps. This time, the talisman shattered when its magic was withdrawn, and Malachi let out a breath of relief.

While Rett’s magic differed dramatically from the necromancer’s, he could sense the energy being expended, and the power—even contained inside the wardings—sent a tingle down his spine. He didn’t want to know how much stronger it would seem without the protective barrier.

Neutralizing the liquid barely caused a ripple. That left the carved wood and the crystal.

Malachi hesitated as if trying to decide which to destroy first. He settled on the wooden figure and repeated what he had done with the amulet and coin. The reaction to the magic was stronger this time, a larger “bubble” within the flame as the incantation reacted with the malicious power of the carving. Even outside the wardings, Rett rocked back on his heels from the psychic blast.

“That was … intense,” Rett said when the flames guttered in the chalice. “Are you all right?”

Malachi nodded. “Yeah. That one fought back a bit. Not sentient—but it had protections within protections.”

“Do you need to take a break? We can come back to this if you need to replenish your power,” Rett offered.

Malachi shook his head. “I’m fine. I don’t want to break the wardings and then raise them again. I think the crystal is the most powerful of the relics, so brace yourself—we might get even more of a reaction.”

Rett took a few steps back, but he refused to leave Malachi on his own. If the magic was dangerous, then Malachi was in the center of the storm, and Rett would do everything he could to protect him. Rett’s magic had grown stronger after his ordeal with Noxx, but his power remained unpredictable, something they were still exploring.

Malachi looked nervous for the first time since the spell work began, which further raised Rett’s anxiety. He forced himself to breathe deeply and saw Malachi shake himself to loosen the tension in his neck and shoulders. “Let’s get this done,” he muttered.

The witch’s incantation varied for each piece, but Rett knew Malachi had spent extra time preparing for this working. The crystal flashed with an inner light when Malachi picked it up, and Rett felt his gut twist uneasily.

Green light flared at Malachi’s words, and Rett held his breath as the mage dropped the crystal into the fire. Malachi’s voice rose as he reached the end of the incantation, and the crystal shattered.

The light flared so brightly that Rett threw up his arms to shield himself seconds before the warding bulged and a surge of power broke through.

The blast threw Rett across the room, and to his horror, he kept falling. The walls of Rune Keep vanished, but instead of dropping through the cold night air toward the ground, Rett landed easier than he expected on what felt like wet dirt.

Where in the name of the gods am I?

Rett crouched, looking in every direction for the threat. The air felt cool but humid, suffused with a loamy scent of rotting leaves and … sludge.

Shit.

He rose, moving in a slow circle. As best he could tell, he was in an underground chamber, large enough for him to stand without hitting his head on the ceiling. Roots dangled from the earthen ceiling like skeins of pale threads, casting a phosphorescent glow. They connected everything in a complex tangle that stretched as far as Rett could see.

Rett took another breath, and the mushroom smell was even stronger. Green light flickered in the tangled threads. Is it magic or communication? he wondered. The tunnel stretched into darkness in either direction. Rett sensed another presence, and his instincts made him brace for trouble.

“You again.”

Rett recognized the voice from his vision of the tannery, and fear slithered down his spine.

“You don’t belong.”

The glistening sludge on the cavern walls rippled and twitched, then began to flow toward Rett.

“You’re so interested … you should try it for yourself,” the voice mocked. Sound seemed to come from everywhere, echoing, but Rett couldn’t see the speaker in the dim light.

“Let it take you, feed on you, digest you. The pain is excruciating, but it won’t last too long,” the voice mocked. “Your energy will sustain me, and you can leave your failures behind.”

The sludge closed in on Rett from every side, tendrils moving ahead of the black tide, reaching for him like they were greedy for his life.

Rett turned to run, but before he could move, everything blurred, and he felt himself falling once more.

“Rett!”

He landed hard on his back in the sitting room of Rune Keep. Malachi dispelled the wardings and headed toward him, worry etched into his features.

“What happened?” Malachi asked. “Your body didn’t leave, but I could tell that you traveled.”

“Ooze,” Rett gasped as his head spun and his stomach lurched.

Malachi had nearly reached him, arm outstretched to help him stand, when the world blurred again, and the keep disappeared. This time when the darkness enfolded him, Rett lost consciousness before he had a chance to find out where he might end up next.
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“Rett?”

The familiar voice sounded far away. Rett groaned and tried to ignore the sound until he felt hands grasp his shoulders and give him a gentle shake.

“Please wake up,” the voice begged.

Rett drew a deep breath and opened his eyes, focusing on the anxious face leaning over him. “Brother Tom?”

Tom—no, his real name is Toland, and he’s the true heir to the throne—sat back on his haunches and smiled in relief.

“Thank the gods. We were worried. You just appeared, and then you wouldn’t rouse,” the young monk said.

Rett pushed up on his elbows and found himself on a cot in what he assumed was the monastery’s infirmary. “How long?” he rasped.

Tom pressed a cup of water into his hands. “You showed up in the library last night. If I hadn’t seen it in a vision, you might have been there quite a while before anyone found you. We brought you here when you didn’t wake right away.”

Last night. So there’s no way to tell how long I’ve been gone in the real world. Ridge is probably worried out of his mind.

Rett tried to sit up, and Tom steadied him until it was clear Rett wouldn’t fall. “Have you had any other strange happenings since the battle?”

Tom nodded. “I guess it depends on what you think is ‘strange’—but definitely strange for Green Knoll.” He gave a lopsided smile. “Nothing ever used to happen here.”

“What’s going on?” As perplexed as he was about how he’d managed to end up at the cloister, Rett worried about the concern in Tom’s voice.

“The earthquakes are worse than ever. Now, there are tremors almost every day,” Tom told him.

Rett looked around and saw new damage to the plaster walls. The large crack in the rock floor clearly resulted from a quake of some power.

“One of the storage buildings collapsed,” Tom continued. “Luckily, no one was in it, and we salvaged nearly everything out of the rubble. That sort of thing just didn’t occur before.”

“I’m so sorry,” Rett sympathized. He couldn’t imagine how upsetting the sudden changes were to Tom and the other monks who had lived in comfortable quiet for so long. And if Makary weren’t trying to steal the crown, maybe Green Knoll could have gone on forever.

Fighting the Witch Lord’s attempt to destroy the magic that sustained Green Knoll outside of regular space and time had taken a toll. With the kingdom and the crown at stake, they all knew Makary would find a way to attack again.

“We strengthened the wardings and repaired most of the damage to the buildings.” A tall, white-haired older man with angular features said from where he sat a few feet away. Rett recognized him as Brother Kendrick.

“And we have been searching the library, as you and Malachi requested,” Kendrick continued. “Runcian intended the cloister’s protections to last for our lifetime. The damage makes that very unlikely, so we hope we can either find a way to fix it or undo it in a way that lets us escape—alive.”

Rett licked his lips nervously and nodded. “I can’t imagine that Runcian meant to keep you hidden for the rest of your lives.”

“He told me so when he recruited us to come here with Tom. I don’t think he believed Kristoph would ever change his mind,” Kendrick said. “We all would have been happy continuing the way we had been. Tom would have been safe, posing no threat to the throne.”

“I wouldn’t have caused problems,” Tom said quietly. “I’m content right where I am.”

Rett’s heart went out to the young man whose life had recently been turned upside-down with the discovery of his parentage—and the threats his bloodline created.

“Unfortunately, the Witch Lord isn’t going to let that happen.” Rett sighed. “And while Malachi thinks we can slow the deterioration of the Green Knoll spell, now that it’s begun he doesn’t believe it can be halted.”

“We had come to the same conclusion,” Kendrick replied. “And we’ve found information Malachi needs to know.”

“I’m not supposed to be here,” Rett explained. “This wasn’t planned. Malachi set off a magic backlash when he destroyed some of Makary’s relics, and even with precautions, it knocked me out and sent me here.”

“Come to the library. Perhaps we can send what we’ve discovered back with you,” Kendrick said.

On the way, one of the monks stopped them in the corridor. “Apologies for interrupting, Brother Kendrick, but you wanted to know if more of the blight showed up.” He held out a small branch crusted with black, scab-like lesions. “We found this on two of the apple trees. We’ve burned them, but we did that last time, and the sickness still spread.” Worry and fear sounded clearly in the man’s voice.

Rett stepped forward and leaned in for a better look. The blight wasn’t the same as the ooze back home, but he couldn’t believe its appearance here was pure coincidence. “When did this start?”

Kendrick looked surprised at his interest. “We lost the first tree about a week after the battle and another shortly after. We cut them down and burned them, more worried about the tremors. Then a few of the sheep took sick. Brother Glenn was able to nurse them back to health, but our animals have always been healthy since we came here. I think that part of the original spell wove in protections for all of us.”

He turned back to the monk. “You did well. Stay vigilant, and use the mixture Brother Glenn created to deter parasites.”

The monk nodded and left them to continue their walk to the library.

“Land magic,” Rett said when they were alone again. “We think the Witch Lord is working with a mage who can affect the ground, crops, livestock, insects … and cause sickness.”

“Is such a thing possible?” Tom asked.

“So we’ve learned,” Rett replied.

Tom and Kendrick listened in horrified fascination as Rett told them about the black ooze and his brief glimpse of the strange cave. “We think the Witch Lord’s new partner will make it possible for him to use such things as a weapon. So while I’m here, I’d like to look at any books you can find on the subject.”

Kendrick looked pensive. “Plants and the land itself have been used from the beginning of warfare—poisons, infection, diseases. Some mages can turn solid ground to mud or summon fleas and ticks—or wild animals—to wreak havoc on an army. But I’ve never heard of the sludge you describe.”

“Green Knoll grows crops and has livestock,” Tom added. “I’ve seen books on land magic in the library and assumed they were here for that reason. Let’s find a table, and I can look for those while Brother Kendrick shares what we’ve already found.”

Rett grimaced as he tried to ignore a throbbing headache. “The Witch Lord has a knack for coming at things sideways—part of what makes him damnably hard to predict.”

“Chew this.” Tom handed him a strip of bark. “It’s willow. Helps headaches.”

Rett nodded his thanks and tucked the strip into the pouch of his cheek. “I don’t know how long I’ll stay this time, so let me say this quickly. We’re working on a way to bring all of you back to the outside world. If we can figure out how to make that happen, we’ll have a fortified castle where you’ll be protected until Tom—Toland—can safely take his rightful place,” Rett said.

“You mean as king.” Toland looked down, and he sounded sad. “I will always believe my ‘rightful place’ is here at Green Knoll.”

Rett looked at the young monk and saw his resemblance to the late king—medium height, solid build, red hair, and a russet beard. “I’m so sorry that all of you will need to leave.”

Tom nodded, but his bereft expression made it clear he did not covet the crown and all that went with it. Rett sympathized. Green Knoll was the only home Tom had known, and the monks were his only family. He’d had no idea until very recently that he was King Kristoph’s heir, hidden away to save his life.

The poor guy’s whole world has been turned inside-out, Rett thought. He’s willing to do his duty, but he’s got to be grieving what he’s losing.

Close proximity to the king and court had disabused Rett of any fantasies about royalty. After getting a good look at the politics and subterfuge, he’d never been so grateful to be of common birth.

“Since the attack, our priorities have shifted,” Kendrick said. “We put all other research projects aside to concentrate on looking for information on the magic that created Green Knoll and sustains us, as well as ways to strengthen our protections. And now, we will assign someone to look into ‘land magic’ immediately.”

“Thank you.” Rett felt the willow bark loosen the tension in his neck and dispel his headache. “Although this visit wasn’t intentional, I’m glad to get the chance to check in on you and ask for your help.”

“Can you tell us more about how things are—out there?” Tom asked.

Rett didn’t know whether the young man was simply curious or trying to figure out what kind of mess he and the others might encounter when they were free of the hidden monastery.

“It’s grim,” Rett replied. “People don’t know there is a legitimate heir, so there’s no succession plan. The Witch Lord keeps trying to subvert the court and the nobility. We’ve stopped him—sometimes just barely—but each attempt takes a toll. There are rumors that Rhodlann is eying Landria as an easy conquest.”

“Is it?” Tom’s face registered alarm. “An easy conquest?”

“The kingdom is vulnerable—but defeating it wouldn’t be easy,” Rett replied. “The army and its generals are in place, although fighting a war without a king would pose a challenge. Best to see if we can get matters settled before it comes to that.”

Tom shivered and made a sign of warding. “I don’t wish to start a war.”

Rett shook his head. “You’re our best chance to keep war from happening. Crowning a king with a legitimate claim on the throne is the surest way to keep Rhodlann from attacking. The people are looking for someone to follow. Those loyal to King Kristoph’s memory want his rightful successor. Even the Witch Lord and his followers have a lot to lose if war with Rhodlann starts.”

A tremor rattled the wooden furniture. He barely registered it before the movement stopped, but Rett shot a worried glance at Tom and Kendrick. “Earthquake?”

Kendrick nodded. “They’ve become more frequent since the battle, but few are worse than what you just felt. They spill the water glasses and crack the walls.”

“We’ll get you all out of here as soon as we can,” Rett promised, hoping he could keep his word.

As they walked through the cloister, Rett saw several monks busy repairing cracks in the plaster, boarding up broken window panes, and reinforcing splintered timbers. The change since his previous visit startled him.

“It’s sad,” Tom said, probably reading Rett’s expression. “All my life the monastery has been in such good shape, and we all were so careful to care for it. The earthquakes don’t help. But it’s almost as if it knows that time has run out.”

“We’ve found spells to shore up things as they break, but it won’t hold forever,” Kendrick added.

Rett felt a sense of calm wash over him as they entered the large room at the heart of Green Knoll. Books, scrolls, and manuscripts on nearly every subject filled shelves that spanned floor to ceiling. An unusual number were ancient and rare occult tomes, making Rett suspect that Runcian stored them here for safekeeping.

“Let me show you what we’ve found, and Tom can search for the books you need,” Kendrick said, leading Rett to a table that held several stacks while Tom vanished into the rows of shelves.

“These are the spells and symbols we’ve been using to stave off decay,” Kendrick told him, opening the books to where they had been marked. “Many were designed to keep food longer or to preserve the bodies of the dead. We’ve … repurposed … some of the language. They seem to be working, but they were never meant to hold off decay forever.”

“Still, this is good,” Rett replied, eagerly reading over the material. “If I’d known I was coming here, I would have tried to bring what we’ve found. Once I recover, I’ll see if I can make another trip.”

“Thank you. We know you put yourself at risk of harm to come to us,” Kendrick said, and Rett thought that they had come a long way from the monk’s original distrust.

“This is the most important information.” Kendrick handed several pages to Rett. “We know you can’t carry anything but yourself between our worlds, but I’ve found a memory spell I’d like to use—with your permission—to help you recall what you’ve seen to share with Malachi.”

“I’ll try,” Rett said. “That would definitely help.”

Rett wondered if Ridge had returned yet, and knew his friends would be worried. But while he had some success willing himself to come to the ensorcelled monastery, going back had so far been at the whim of the magic itself.

Tom returned with several thick books. “There’s more, but these looked like the most promising,” he told them. “Now that we know what to look for, we’ll keep studying even after you go.”

Rett carefully turned the page of the old book in front of him and sobered quickly. “Hey—look at this.” He turned the tome so Tom and Kendrick could see. “This whole section is about protective runes and marks. Here are some to keep blight and insects out of crops and others for the good health of livestock.”

Tom frowned. “Wouldn’t we need a land mage to make them work?”

Rett shook his head. “Not necessarily. Magic has levels. It takes an experienced witch to create sigils and cast complicated spells. But using the sigils once they’re made often doesn’t require a person to have any magic at all. The same with very simple spells—the magic is in the intent and incantation.”

Kendrick peered closely at the pages. “This might be where Brother Glenn found some of the protections we’re already using, but I will make sure he sees this book, in case there are options we have not yet tried.”

“Do you think these would help protect Green Knoll?” Tom sounded earnest and worried, and his compassion reinforced Rett’s belief that Tom would grow to be a good king.

“I don’t think they’ll hold off the decline forever, but they might buy you time,” Rett admitted. “And keep you more comfortable while it lasts.” He marked the page, and continued his search for anything that could be used against the black ooze, finding a few citations that weren’t familiar from the books at Rune Keep.

“Let’s do that memory charm—I don’t know how long I can stay,” Rett said.

Kendrick spoke the cantrip, and Rett read over the notes slowly, doing his best to absorb the details so he could recall the information when he returned. They had barely finished when the bottom dropped out of his stomach, a feeling he had learned accompanied soul travel.

“Rett? You’re going again, aren’t you?” Tom sounded worried and more than a bit uneasy.

Rett felt wobbly, but this time he was the center of the disturbance. “I’ll be back,” he whispered as the room at Green Knoll faded, and Rett fell into darkness.


Chapter Four

“How did this happen?” Ridge paced the sitting room, running his hands through his hair in frustration.

He had returned to the tower to find Rett unconscious on the floor and Malachi tending him with teas and potions that eased the impact of astral travel.

“This wasn’t planned,” Malachi replied, and Ridge picked up a trace of guilt in the mage’s voice. “Thrice-warding should have contained the blast of any magic released by the relics we destroyed.”

“Well if he got knocked unconscious, then it obviously didn’t,” Ridge snapped. He read Malachi’s tone for the apology it was, and knew he was being unreasonable. Every time Rett’s essence went traveling, Ridge feared that his partner might not find his way back.

“Not helping,” Henri coached quietly, earning him a glare from Ridge.

Ridge breathed deep and got his temper under control. “Tell me what happened.”

“I was inside the wardings neutralizing the relics. They seemed to be holding—they were holding. At least as far as the normal repercussions went.” Malachi gestured to the undamaged room. “Nothing broken, no scorch marks. The actual blast didn’t do this. The best I can tell is that there was some kind of psychic wave. The wardings wouldn’t have stopped that.”

“Is he at Green Knoll?” Ridge asked.

“I don’t know. He staggered and fell. Then just as he seemed to be waking up, his spirit left, and his body collapsed.”

“Fuck.”

Kane sat at the table, watching silently. Henri bustled around the kitchen, putting together a cold supper of dried meat, cheese, bread, honey, and nuts.

Ridge knelt next to Rett, opposite from where Malachi sat on the floor. He pushed a lock of hair out of Rett’s eyes and worried over his pallor. “Come on,” he urged quietly. “Wake up.”

“He’s been like this since last night,” Malachi said. “I brought a pillow and blanket and made him as comfortable as possible. I’ve managed to get him to swallow some broth, but otherwise he hasn’t moved.”

Henri brought a tray of food to the table and looked pointedly at both Ridge and Malachi. “Both of you need to eat. We’ll know if he wakes.”

Ridge grudgingly left Rett to put together a plate of food and pour a few fingers of whiskey, then returned to eat sitting next to his partner. Malachi took a seat at the table next to Kane, and Henri joined them after he had set everything out.

“The relics are gone?” Kane asked.

Malachi nodded. “Yes. Rett and I spent most of the day yesterday researching how to neutralize them, and everything worked. The surge when we destroyed the crystal egg wasn’t from a flaw in the magic—the rock held that much power. Explains why Makary had it stowed away. Would have been a fantastic resource—if it weren’t badly tainted.”

“Probably part of the attraction for Makary,” Kane muttered.

“He’s surely got more stashes than the one we found,” Ridge said without taking his gaze off Rett’s still form.

“Wouldn’t doubt that,” Henri replied. “That’s what I’d do. It’s a bit like our safe houses or having weapons and coin hidden for hard times. He’s the worst sort of enemy—smart and persistent.”

“We noticed.” Ridge looked at Malachi. “Is there anything else we can do for Rett?”

Malachi shook his head. “I despise what it cost Rett to gain his extra abilities, but the stronger magic may well be what allows him to soul travel in relative safety. He’ll come back to us when he finds his way.”

If he doesn’t get lost, Ridge answered silently.

“If he’s gone to Green Knoll, at least he can make sure the monks are safe,” Kane pointed out. “Maybe they’ve found something in all those occult books that could help.”

Ridge couldn’t deny the benefit if Rett’s unexpected “trip” yielded more information about the hidden monastery. He just wished that Rett and Malachi had more control over how and when Rett traveled.

He pushed his empty plate out of the way and kept his whiskey. “You can sense his soul. He’s still alive, right?”

Malachi nodded. “Yes. His body isn’t a shell. I can sense living energy. Even when he spirit travels, he’s tethered here.”

Ridge hoped the witch was right, but waiting and not knowing gnawed at his bones.

Tapping at the window startled them. Since Malachi’s quarters were at the top of a tall tower, casual visitors were exceedingly rare.

Malachi walked over and opened the window. A ghostly vulture perched on the sill, a messenger from Gil Arends, an ally and powerful psychic who was under surveillance in the palace city of Caralocia.

Ridge didn’t fully understand how Gil managed to get the ghostly birds to carry his complex messages, but it worked, which was all that mattered.

Malachi stood silently for a while, and Ridge figured he was receiving Gil’s message and sending one of his own in return. The spectral vulture flew off, and the flap of his wings sounded disturbingly real.

The necromancer turned back to the group. “Gil was able to confirm that Letwick’s younger brother is dead—although there’s a question about the means.”

“That eliminates a direct threat to the succession,” Kane commented.

Malachi nodded. “Be careful what you wish for. Several other Letwicks have died in their sleep of late, and Gil suspects a supernatural connection.”

“Until now, the Witch Lord has been trying to maneuver one or another of his weak-willed relatives into the crown so he could be the power behind the throne,” Kane mused. “Why would he start killing them off?”

“Maybe he has a better heir in mind,” Ridge replied. “He knows about Green Knoll. We’ve got every reason to believe that—after he sent a killer to the monastery—he’s seen through Tom’s protection to recognize him as a particular threat, or someone he can control.”

“So Makary might not be back to full strength, but he’s quietly trying to pick off potential rivals, people who might be a threat to Tom. Makary won’t doubt that he can sway the boy,” Henri pointed out.

“While he looks for a new witch ‘ally’ he can trick into supporting him while he steals their magic,” Ridge added.

“Gil also said that two members of the noble council who are loyal to Kristoph have come down with a wasting condition and terrible nightmares,” Malachi added. “So it looks like Makary is trying to carry out several complex schemes at once. That means he’s definitely back—and he’s dangerous.”

“If we could find where he’s hiding, this might be our best chance to attack,” Kane said.

Kane’s approach appealed to Ridge. He’d been a soldier and now an assassin. He liked clean, direct action. The Witch Lord, in contrast, preferred riddles and mazes.

“I know that’s tempting,” Malachi replied. “He might not be fully healed—and we might have even permanently wounded him. But if he’s capable of organizing a multi-prong attack, he’s not on his deathbed. A wounded animal is the most dangerous.”

“Did Gil have news of how things are at court, aside from the illnesses?” Ridge asked.

Malachi nodded. “There’s pressure to choose a successor, and tradition be damned, especially with Rhodlann rattling its sabers,” he answered. “Gil says that not all of the traitors from the Regency Council have been accounted for. He and Luc have been helping as much as they dare. That means enemies are still free—and they will lose everything if Kristoph’s true heir comes to the throne.”

“Anything else?” Ridge asked.

“Luc wants to meet with you and Rett and Kane,” Malachi reported. “He thinks the Witch Lord is causing chaos and blaming Rhodlann—and there might be a way to stop it.”

“Once we know what he’s discovered, we should pull in Burke and Caralin,” Ridge mused, grateful for something to take his mind off Rett.

“Burke knows,” Malachi replied, and Ridge looked up in surprise. “Apparently he and Luc have been working together.”

“Then it’s something big.” Ridge cursed under his breath. “I much preferred the fantasy that we’d struck a near-mortal blow, and that the Witch Lord had holed up in squalor while his magic and strength fail him, making him easy to eliminate.”

Henri and Malachi chuckled. Kane just gave Ridge a look. “Are you sure you haven’t been listening to the bards’ stories again?”

Ridge cringed. “I’ve heard their version of events. I’d prefer it if we had a choice.”

“The bards’ real gift lies in scrubbing the mud and blood off the truth and making it something noble,” Malachi replied.

Before Ridge could respond, Rett’s body jerked, and his eyes snapped open. He gasped for breath, jackknifing on the floor and throwing off the blanket.

“Take it easy.” Ridge scrambled to lay a reassuring hand on Rett’s shoulder. “You’re safe.”

Rett fell back, but he didn’t close his eyes. He relaxed for a few seconds, and then his eyes widened.

“Got to tell you,” he managed in a dry rasp. “I saw something.”

Ridge and Malachi came closer. “At Green Knoll?” Ridge prompted.

Rett shook his head, and his expression suggested he was searching for the right words. “No. A cave. Somewhere.”

Ridge and Henri helped Rett onto the couch, and Henri brought more tea and a plate with cheese and bread. They waited while Rett ate, and Ridge took heart that his partner’s color improved with the passing minutes.

Rett put his plate aside and cradled the cup in his hands. “When the crystal egg blew up, it tossed me across the room. I woke up in a cave … or a tunnel underground. Dirt, sludge, and lots and lots of tendrils—some looked like the ones above ground from the black ooze, and others must have been roots. They glowed green, but I couldn’t tell whether it was from magic or some weird sort of communication.”

He paused. “The black hat man was there—the one from my tannery vision. He sensed me and tried to send the sludge after me. That’s when everything went black, and I woke up at Green Knoll. Tom says ‘hello.’”

“Communication?” Kane asked.

Rett nodded. “Between the sludge and the land witch. He can definitely control it. Whatever the sludge is, it’s unnatural. It’s either been magicked or changed somehow.”

He looked up at Malachi. “When I was at Green Knoll, Brother Kendrick found some sigils and information he wanted to send to you. He did a memory spell on me so I could repeat them here. But I need parchment and a quill.”

Malachi brought both, and the others watched in silence as Rett wrote out everything the spell helped him to remember.

Malachi came to take a closer look. “These look old—and interesting. I wish I could see the book they came from.”

“I’d take you with me if I knew when I was popping in,” Rett said wryly. “And we found sigils to shore up the magic sustaining Green Knoll—for now. We don’t have much time left. Things are decaying fast.”

Rett drained his cup, and his finger toyed with the rim. “They’re still getting tremors—the compound is unstable, but the monks have done everything they can to protect themselves.”

“Are they safe?”

“For now,” Rett replied. “Tom—Toland—is scared. He’d rather stay a monk than be a king.”

“Smart man,” Kane said from where he sat at the table with a drink.

Malachi moved close to check Rett over. “I’m sure you’re exhausted and that you’ve got a headache, but you’re not damaged. More tea and a good night’s sleep should fix you up.”

Ridge relaxed at Malachi’s diagnosis, relieved that Rett had returned unscathed once again. How long until our luck runs out?

“Was the cave I saw real?” Rett looked up at Malachi.

Malachi was silent for a moment. “Hard to say. You might have seen a concept, a mental projection, instead of an actual place.”

“You think he saw into the mind of the land mage?” Ridge asked sharply.

“Perhaps,” Malachi answered.

Ridge stared, aghast. Rett’s eyes widened in horror.

“How is that even possible?” Ridge felt fear rise in his throat for Rett’s safety.

“We don’t know for certain what happened.” Malachi’s brow furrowed as he paused. “You might just have had a very vivid nightmare.”

“Or?” Ridge countered.

“Rett has the Sight. You both do. An ability to read souls. Rett gets visions as well. I was destroying a relic that enhanced magic. Being caught in that blast of power with his sensitivities could have made a temporary connection somehow.”

“A connection to what?” Henri asked.

Malachi grimaced. “I need to work that out.”

“If I connected with someone—or somewhere—can they find me again? Can they make contact with me?” Rett asked, still shaky from his astral traveling.

Malachi’s uncomfortable pause said more than words. “I don’t know. Within Rune Keep’s protections—probably not. But we’ll do everything we can to guard you until we figure it out.”

“That’s not—” Ridge protested.

Rett laid a hand on his shoulder. “We usually don’t have all the answers on any case at the beginning. That’s part of solving the puzzle,” Rett said, meeting his gaze. “We’ll get there.”

Ridge scowled but let Rett win the argument—for now. The only thing worse than Rett getting lost on one of his “travels” is having someone else take him and hurt him in a way we can’t fight.

“I can help you sleep,” Malachi offered with a tired smile. “A little magic, a nip of whiskey, and a potion. Works like a charm.”

“Thanks, that would help a lot,” Rett replied.

Ridge saw the dark circles under Rett’s eyes and the strain on his face. As usual, Rett was putting on a good show, but Ridge could see his exhaustion and fear.

Rett accepted Malachi’s help and headed for bed. Ridge stayed up playing cards with the others for a candlemark and looked in on his partner. Rett appeared to be sleeping soundly, but Ridge had no intention of trusting to luck. He pulled his bedding close enough that he was sure to hear if Rett woke with nightmares, and he fell asleep almost as soon as he lay down.
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Ridge heard Rett wake up with a groan late the next morning. “Feeling better?” Ridge asked.

“Compared to what?”

Ridge accepted the joke as Rett’s attempt at reassurance. “Every other morning. Because our lives are always so normal.”

“Low expectations,” Rett replied with a wan smile.

“Malachi has breakfast if you’re hungry. Kane and I already ate.”

Rett gave him a look. “Let me guess—you two and Henri are going to meet with Burke and Luc. And I stay with Malachi.”

“We’re not fighting anything—we’re exchanging information. Stay here, recover, so you can kick ass when it’s time.”

Rett rubbed his eyes and ran a hand through his hair to tame it. “I agree with the logic. I just don’t like being left behind.”

“I don’t like working an assignment without you,” Ridge told him, understanding Rett’s frustration. “But you’re the best chance we have of figuring out what you saw and how it happened. You’re more valuable here with Malachi. We’ll find out what Luc thinks is so important and come back here to make plans. You won’t be missing anything except a boring ride out and back.”

Rett didn’t argue, but Ridge knew that didn’t mean his partner agreed. They went back to the kitchen, where Kane was still seated at the table, and Malachi set out a steaming bowl of porridge and dried fruit for them, along with bacon cooked on the fire.

“Sit. Eat,” Malachi ordered. “Henri went to get the horses. I think Rett and I are getting the best of the deal today,” he added. “It’s damnably cold outside.”

Rett remained subdued throughout his meal.

Ridge sat next to him, trying to reassure him with friendly shoulder bumps and light conversation. He knew nothing short of accompanying them would actually lift Rett’s spirits and also guessed that part of Rett’s mood lay in him realizing that staying behind really was for the best.

“We’ll be back with news—and a plan,” Ridge assured Rett as he and Kane shouldered their bags to leave. “Maybe Luc and Burke have a solid lead we can follow back to Makary—or his land mage. So anything you and Malachi can learn about land magic is going to be important soon.”

Rett managed a half smile and a nod. “Be safe. Don’t get hurt. And watch your back—even around Burke,” he warned.

“Promise,” Ridge assured him. “Henri and Kane will make sure I keep my word.”

[image: ]

They rode a candlemark into the countryside, alert for threats, although the bright, clear sky and crisp temperature made it tempting to put danger far from mind. Henri kept his matchlock across his lap, partially concealed by a flap of his coat. Ridge and Kane had throwing knives hidden beneath their layers, and Ridge hesitated to ask what other surprises Henri might have in his saddlebags.

“Luc and Burke working together? That’s got to be an interesting clash of wills,” Kane observed during one of the long stretches when there were no other riders but themselves in view.

Ridge shrugged. “Maybe not such a stretch. Luc’s a sheriff. Burke is the Shadow Master. They both have a responsibility to protect the kingdom in their own way.”

“I suspect he was really wondering whether they have to arm wrestle for dominance to see who gets to be first at anything,” Henri observed sarcastically from behind them.

“Now on that, you might be right,” Ridge conceded with a grin. “I like both of them—gods know, I owe my life to them, but they can be a bit full of themselves.”

Luc Merchand was sheriff of the palace city of Caralocia. He remained in his post, even in the aftermath of the king’s death, doing his best to protect the city and keeping his ears and eyes open to watch out for the Witch Lord.

He’d been tasked by King Kristoph to rein in Gil Arends, a headstrong nobleman’s son who used his illicit abilities as a psychic medium to ferret out secrets and win at card games. Complaints of Gil’s meddling became too numerous, and the king sentenced him to remain under Luc’s supervision.

Kristoph had not foreseen Gil and Luc hitting it off. They became best friends, partners in espionage, and eventually, lovers. Gil’s abilities fed information to Malachi, and Luc used his position and freedom to hunt for Witch Lord loyalists and help break Makary’s hold on his followers.

“I wish we could hold these meetings in a nice pub over some good food,” Ridge grumbled as they waited in an abandoned barn. “It smells like horseshit in here.”

“Everything in the country smells like shit,” Kane commented.

“To be fair, the city smells like that as well,” Ridge noted.

“I always expected the city to stink,” Kane groused. “But I was misled into thinking the country was better.”

“There’re more types of shit out here. Cows, pigs, sheep. Back in the city, it’s horses and chickens—and people,” Ridge joked.

“Is that supposed to be an improvement? Chickens are vile. They’re stupid, they smell, and they’re evil,” Kane said.

“I’m guessing that if you can ever leave the tower for good, you won’t be starting a farm.”

“Gods, no!”

“Rider heading this way,” Henri called from his perch in the loft, which afforded a good view of the road. “It’s Luc,” Henri said as the newcomer neared the barn. “Looks like he’s alone.”

“So, Burke and Caralin were busy?” Ridge wondered why the former Shadow Master and their fellow assassin weren’t included.

“Maybe they’re working on whatever Luc’s got up his sleeve,” Kane replied. “For a guy who’s supposed to be badly injured, the Witch Lord sounds like he’s back in business in all the important ways.”

Luc reined in his horse and slipped down from the saddle a short distance from the barn. His hand went to the pommel of the sword on his belt, and he eyed the rendezvous spot warily.

Kane stepped into the doorway, still partly in shadow but plainly visible to Luc. “Glad you could make it,” he said with a lopsided smile.

“I just have a talent for knowing where to find the best parties,” Luc rejoined.

The sheriff looked to be in his late thirties, old enough—and lucky enough, given his job—that some gray laced his dark hair and beard. His features, while not handsome, were pleasant, with a stubborn jaw and a glint in his eyes that promised danger if anyone crossed him.

“Thanks for meeting me. Is your partner well?” Luc asked Kane once he had led his horse inside.

“Well enough,” Kane replied. “Yours?”

“Same.” By mutual agreement—and given that both Gil and Malachi were technically restricted—they avoided using names outside the tower.

“What is it like in the city these days?” Ridge asked, hungry for information. “We don’t get much news without the heralds.” Makary succeeded in killing many of the heralds who carried official news to areas beyond the palace city, replacing them with riders willing to spread fictions favorable to the Witch Lord.

“A bit bleak, to tell the truth,” Luc confessed. “When Kristoph lived, it was common sport to complain about the king. Now that he’s gone without a successor, I think everyone feels untethered and a bit orphaned.” He gave a mirthless chuckle. “But funny you should mention the heralds. Makary plots—and Burke counter-schemes.”

“Oh yeah?” Kane asked, looking intrigued. “How?”

“Burke’s been quietly searching for the surviving heralds and recruiting new ones. And—I suspect he and the Shadows may have eliminated the traitor heralds for good measure.”

“What are the new heralds supposed to do? There aren’t any more royal proclamations,” Kane asked, looking puzzled.

“Burke has trustworthy sources to get loyalist information,” Luc replied. “Makary has built support by spreading lies. Countering that undermines him.”

Ridge frowned. “Won’t the new heralds just be targets with their bright red jackets?

Luc shook his head. “He’s not sending them out as heralds. They’ll be disguised as peddlers, giving them a reason to move from town to town, never staying in one place. No one pays peddlers a lot of attention or looks closely at them. They’re the perfect spies—and ideal people to spread information that undermines the Witch Lord.”

Ridge thought back to a time when he had dressed as a peddler to gather news when he’d fled after Kristoph’s death. “Smart idea. I might have even given it to him,” he added with a smirk.

Luc patted his horse’s neck and fed him a treat from his pocket. “It’s clear even to the stevedores and scullery maids that no one at court is really in charge. I have better insight into that than most people, given Gil’s connections, and it’s rather terrifying. All the important affairs of state are frozen as they were when Kristoph died.”

“We’re working on the solution,” Kane replied.

Ridge knew that Luc would take Kane’s meaning about Brother Tom, the missing heir.

“Work faster,” Luc grumbled. “I’m watching Landria fall apart in slow motion.”

“What was the big idea you dragged us out here to discuss?” Ridge asked. “We could both be relaxing in front of a nice fire.”

Luc shook his head at and shot a glance of mock concern at Kane. “Is he always like this?”

“Usually worse,” Kane confirmed.

Luc sobered. “I can believe that.” He fed another bit of fruit to his horse and then turned to Ridge and Kane.

“Have rumors of war with Rhodlann reached the hinterlands?”

Both men nodded.

“Gil and I have been chasing hints that things aren’t what they seem. We got word to Burke, and he’s tapping his sources as well. To make a long story shorter—we think that the Witch Lord supporters are disguising themselves as being from Rhodlann and causing chaos.”

Kane frowned. “What kind of trouble?”

“Burning fields, hijacking merchant wagons, setting house fires,” Luc replied.

“They’re doing damage to give the appearance that Rhodlann intends to attack—and maybe force the council into a decision for a candidate the Witch Lord would favor,” Ridge jumped in, making the leap from cause to effect.

“Exactly,” Luc replied. “Gil has been monitoring what’s being said at court—he has his ways—and I’ve kept my ear to the ground in the city. Turns out Burke had been using his sources and came to the same conclusion. Then the question becomes—what can we do about it?”

Kane tapped his foot. “I’m going to assume you have an answer to that question since we’re here.”

“Sharing information is the point—annoying you is just a side benefit,” Luc replied with a grin. He quickly grew serious.

“Considerable damage has been done already. And while Burke’s been working to get rid of the disloyal heralds, enough remain in their positions to spread false information in the countryside about Rhodlann attacking,” Luc said.

“If you’ve got the loyal Shadows, why do you need us? We’re still working on the heir problem,” Kane asked.

“Burke and I agree that there’s likely a small group behind the false attacks. For the hit-and-run damage they’ve been doing, it wouldn’t take many saboteurs—and the fewer involved, the less likely for them to be recognized or betrayed,” Luc answered.

“We’ve located two camps—about half a dozen people in each,” he continued. “That’s more than enough to set fires and smash wagons. There’s been a little murder done too, so the farmers think twice about looking for trouble. Burke and I think that’s the point—get people mad but not so furious that they form mobs—yet.”

“It’s too random for the army to be able to stop them,” Ridge mused. “Armies aren’t good at pinpoint strikes. They’re better at big targets. They’d take out half the countryside looking for the needle in the haystack. But you, me, Kane, Rett, Henri, plus Burke and what’s left of the Shadows … we’re big enough to get the job done, small enough to be quick on our feet.”

“And we might uncover more ties to traitor nobles in the process,” Kane said, rubbing his chin as he spoke.

“If the Witch Lord is behind this, Makary’s treading a fine line, isn’t he?” Kane went on, clearly still skeptical. “If war comes, he’s not going to want to fight Rhodlann for Landria’s crown.”

“Rhodlann has problems of its own, from what I hear. They’re aware of Kristoph’s death, but the royal family and the army are split into so many factions they’re going to be lucky if they don’t have a civil war of their own before the snow flies,” Luc said. “They’re in no position to invade Landria, even if we are vulnerable.”

“But the average farmer and shopkeeper doesn’t know that,” Ridge replied. “And on the surface, the ‘evidence’ is believable.”

“Do you think the council would fall for it?” Kane asked. “Surely they still have spies beyond Landria’s borders.”

Luc glanced through the barn door as if checking to ensure that he had not been followed.

“Don’t worry—Henri’s in the loft with a gun. He’s got our backs,” Ridge assured him.

“The council has been through a lot lately,” Luc said. “Kidnapping, death threats, blackmail, murders. Enough nobles supported Makary that whatever old trust might have existed is strained at best. Now something unnatural is killing off the Letwick family—that hasn’t gone unnoticed no matter how much they’re loathed at court. And word has it that the council members are beset by nightmares.”

“Interesting,” Ridge said, thinking about Rett’s visions. “I gather that they’re worse than the usual run-of-the-mill sort?”

“The dreams go along with a wasting disease that none of the healers have seen before,” Luc said. “Gil’s father, Lord Arends, is friends with a few of the loyal council members, so he hears good gossip.”

“The council members weren’t young when this whole situation started,” Kane observed. “This has to be taking a toll. Which is probably a side benefit to the Witch Lord. Kill off the loyal old nobles, replace them with his own. He’s an opportunistic son of a bitch.”

“There’s nothing we can do about that—at least for now,” Ridge said. “So where are these two groups causing all the trouble—and how are we going to take them down?”


Chapter Five

Rett plunged through thick forest, running for his life. Branches tore at his skin, and bushes pulled at his clothing like gnarled fingers and grasping hands. The canopy of leaves blocked the fading daylight, and Rett tripped and slid as he tried to keep his footing amid roots and wet vegetation.

Closer.

Rett couldn’t see his pursuer, but he could sense a presence in the fouled energy that searched for him, brushing against his skin like a poisoned kiss.

He’d heard tales as a child about enchanted forests that lured unwary travelers into their depths and consumed them. Perhaps he’d been unlucky enough to stumble upon such a place. Old stories usually hid a truth at their core.

Maybe this was only a nightmare, but it felt real, and Rett did not doubt his reality enough to dare stop and try to wake.

He didn’t know what pursued him.

He couldn’t hear footsteps or hoofbeats, only the steady murmur of the wind through the trees, growing harder and faster—disconcerting on a still evening.

Rett’s boot skidded on wet moss, and he sprawled in the dirt. He scrambled to rise and slapped away the brambles and vines that tried to restrain him.

It’s not my imagination. The forest is hunting me.

Only now did he realize that other than the rustle of the branches, nothing else stirred in the woods—no birds roused from their perches, no deer or rabbits startled from their hiding places.

Rett’s heart pounded, and bile rose in his throat. He didn’t know how long he’d been running or how he’d gotten to the forest. All he knew, with a bone-deep certainty, was that he must not be caught.

Thorns ripped his pants and cut his arms. Rett could almost believe that the forest itself was changing as he ran, helping his pursuer.

He crashed to his knees, tripped by a vine that tangled around one ankle. Rett sliced his way free with his long knife and kept running, prepared to set about with his blade to clear a path if nature continued to conspire against him.

The deeper into the forest he ran, the more overpowering the smell became. He couldn’t place it at first, but as it grew stronger Rett recognized the dusty scent of mushrooms and the wet-soil odor of mold.

This far into the woods, the setting sun barely lit his way. Everything beneath the trees took on a twilight blue-gray cast devoid of other colors. The smell of mildew and rot filled his nose, and he could taste it on the back of his tongue as he panted. Mushrooms covered the low hills, varied in colors and sizes, more than he’d ever seen in one place.

His foot sank into ankle-deep mud on an otherwise dry trail, nearly making him fall. Rett jerked his boot free and stumbled forward, hacking his way two-handed to clear a path through an area that he swore hadn’t been blocked by scrub and low branches only moments before. A cloud of gnats rose, and he swatted furiously to keep them out of his eyes and off his face.

Rett wasn’t sure how long he could outrun whatever chased him. For all he knew, it meant to drive him deeper into the woods where the forest would take care of him in its own way.

In the end, the plants win—they grow from our buried corpses, he thought, sure his time was running out.

Rett slashed an opening through the vegetation but recoiled as the land shuddered beneath his feet. A ravine opened in front of him as if a giant, invisible claw tore a gash through the land. Rocks tumbled into the darkness, but he didn’t hear them hit bottom. Too wide to leap, too deep to risk climbing, and too long to go around, Rett was trapped between the force that hunted him and the abyss in front of him.

Just as he felt certain that the presence would finally catch up, the ground crumbled, pitching him forward, flailing. He fell into the cleft like it was a grave the forest had dug for him.

“Rett!”

Rett startled and fell, landing hard on the floor. He sucked in a deep, rasping breath as fear shivered through him.

“You’re safe in the tower,” Malachi soothed, close enough for Rett to see him. Rett barely kept from swinging his fist as if he still clasped the knife from his dream.

“How long?” he rasped.

“Just a few minutes.” Malachi walked away and returned with a hot cup of tea that carried a whiff of whiskey. “Drink this. It’ll steady your nerves. Are you hurt?”

“Not unless I bruised my ass,” Rett said ruefully. “What happened?”

Malachi sat on the floor facing him. “We were working through manuscripts. I wasn’t watching you, so I don’t know if you drifted off or got hit with a vision, but all of a sudden you went stiff in your chair. Your hands and feet twitched like a dog running in a dream, and you shook. Then you fell out of your chair, except—it looked more like you were shoved out, and you woke when you landed.”

Rett sipped his tea, still trying to make sense of what he had seen and—at least in his mind—vividly experienced.

“I think this was a nightmare, not a vision. They feel … different. Although while I was in it, everything certainly felt real enough.” Rett gripped the cup with both hands, taking consolation in the warmth of the liquid and the bite of the liquor.

Malachi didn’t press for details. He sat close enough to reassure without crowding Rett, and wore a puzzled expression as if he was trying to figure out what triggered the dream.

“What can a land mage control?” Rett asked when he was sure his voice would be steady.

Malachi frowned, clearly surprised at the question. “It depends on the mage and their talents. They can help plants grow and stop blight—those are the most common tasks. It’s not something I’ve studied as it isn’t my gift, but I’ve heard stories that some land witches can communicate with birds and animals—and perhaps even trees.”

Malachi chuckled. “I always considered those tales to be fantasies told to children, but I guess they’re no more unbelievable than the idea that a mage like me can animate the dead.”

“Something chased me through a forest, but the deeper I ran, the more the trees and plants and even the ground tried to stop me,” Rett recounted. He no longer shook hard enough to ripple the tea in his cup.

“I never saw what was behind me. But the bushes and branches acted like hands, clutching and clawing. I swear the trees moved to block me, and the roots came up through the dirt. And then the ground split, and I fell in.” Just reliving that memory made his heart speed up.

“I never hit bottom,” he added softly.

“It’s not true, you know,” Malachi said with a wan smile. “The old wives’ tale that if you fall in a dream and hit bottom, you die. I should know.”

“Good to know.” Rett toyed with his cup for a moment, still sorting through his impressions. “Could a land mage do the sorts of things I saw in my dream?” He met Malachi’s gaze. “Make the plants and trees into weapons? Could they make animals attack? Send a swarm of gnats? Or turn dry ground into a swamp and open up a pit?”

The worry on Malachi’s face made Rett’s stomach twist.

“I suspect all of that is possible for a witch of sufficient skill and training. Army land witches might do something like that or summon a plague of fleas or locusts to vex the enemy’s camp. Those taken by the priests were probably sent out to the farms to increase the yield or get rid of pests. Such things didn’t concern me, so I paid them no mind at the time.”

Rett finished his tea, deep in thought. Malachi stood, and Rett accepted a hand up to get to his feet.

“I want to find the cave again,” Rett said. “I’ve got the feeling it’s related to the nightmare that I had, and it might hold some clues to how we can defeat the land mage.”

Malachi gave him a dubious look. “Are you sure you’re up to it after the bad dream you just had?”

Rett shrugged. “It was just a dream, right? Not a vision or a sending. All in my imagination. So it might have shaken me, but no actual harm done. I’m fine.”

“Maybe we should wait until Ridge and Kane return.”

Rett shook his head. “No. Ridge will just worry. It’ll complicate things. He means well, but sometimes he’s too careful—at least when it comes to me.”

Malachi nodded. “All right. How do you want to do this?”

Rett thought for a moment. “The last time it took a blast of magic to throw me there. That’s too dangerous to try again—but maybe since I’ve already been to the cave, I can retrace my steps. It’s worth a try.”

He lay on his bed. Malachi brought a chair close and sat. Rett closed his eyes and got comfortable, slowing his breathing and clearing his mind.

This might not work. What happened before could be a fluke—or not something I can do on my own. Then again, if it does work, maybe I’ll find something out that could help us win. It’s worth the risk.

Rett brought forward the memories of his first trip to the cave, the feel of the blast that threw him across the room, the tingle of energy through his whole body, and the sensation of waking up in the underground chamber. Whether it was a real cave or a magical construct, it had felt just as solid to Rett as any place he had ever been.

Rett was glad for his newly enhanced magic but unsure how much to rely on it and wary of its unknown limits. He tried to set his worries aside and visualize the cave so he could return to it.

He focused on how the cave felt, cool and damp, air thick with the smell of dirt and the toxic black ooze. Rett remembered how cramped the cavern seemed with a low ceiling and narrow rooms. He poured every memory he could recall into willing himself back to yet another place that might not really exist.

When a few moments passed and nothing happened, Rett looked to Malachi. “Can you send a jolt of magic through me without killing me?”

“Do what?”

“I saw the cave the last time after the relic blew up. Maybe I need a dose of power flowing through me to go beyond what I can do myself,” Rett explained.

“Do you realize how dangerous that is? It could cause a heart attack or make your brain bleed,” Malachi protested.

“But it didn’t,” Rett said stubbornly. “I don’t even know if you’d have to make it as powerful as what happened before. Please—I can’t shake the feeling that it’s important.”

“I’ll do it once,” Malachi said, clearly reluctant. “If it doesn’t work, we aren’t going to keep trying.”

“Agreed,” Rett replied. “I don’t have a death wish—I just want to get answers, and apparently I’m the only one who can.”

“Close your eyes,” Malachi told him. “And hang onto the bedding. I can’t promise that this will be pleasant.”

Rett settled into the blankets and tried to stay relaxed, fighting the tension of the unknown. Malachi placed a hand on the crown of Rett’s head, and in the next heartbeat, it felt like fire raced through Rett’s body down every bone and sinew, from his scalp to his toes. He convulsed, then fell flat … onto wet dirt.

His splayed hand confirmed that he lay on damp, loamy ground. Rett opened his eyes and looked around. The green glow given off by the tangle of roots through the cave’s ceiling cast everything in an odd light, dispelling the darkness like a dim lantern.

Rett pushed himself up, ignoring the pounding headache. He took in the cave, trying to note as many details as he could, unsure of what might be important. In the distance, he heard the constant drip of water. Nothing moved. In every cave Rett had ever been in, there had been rats, birds, bats, and plenty of insects for company, but this cave felt empty of life.

Here, only the black ooze thrived, glistening on the walls and ceiling, pulsing like a heartbeat. It took him a moment to realize that the ripples of the sludge matched the rhythm of the glowing roots. As if it recognized new prey close at hand, the tendrils vibrated and then began stretching toward Rett.

“You’re back.”

Rett could barely make out the silhouette of a man against the foxfire glow of the roots, but he recognized the stance and the large hat.

“The Witch Lord is using you,” Rett said, bracing for a fight he knew he couldn’t win against the land mage. He didn’t know how long he would be in the cave, but given the opportunity, he was determined to speak his piece. “He’ll get you killed to save his own skin. It’s what he does. Did you think you were his first ally?”

“None of that matters,” the shadowy man replied. “I figured I’d die getting vengeance. Don’t mind if I do. As long as the right ones die with me.”

“Who are the right ones? The ones who need to die? And what about the wrong ones? The innocent?” Rett challenged, reckless with fear. “Or do you just want to kill as many people as you can and go down swinging?”

“Let them die,” the stranger said. “They deserted me when I needed help, betrayed me when I gave them trust, took what I worked to build for their own. Now they’ll pay for their sins.”

“Even people who didn’t harm you?”

“They would have if they’d had the chance. Faithless, worthless, all of them.”

Too late, Rett realized he’d been distracted from the fast-moving tendrils that surged toward him, wrapping around his ankles and slithering up his shins. Rett screamed in pain as the black threads claimed his body, poison burning through his veins, eating into his flesh. He panted, heart hammering in his chest, then slowing as the threads reached his torso, claiming him.

“Now you understand.” He took a step toward Rett, still too much in shadow to reveal his face. The wet drag of his boots in the mud seemed unnaturally loud. “You keep getting in my way.”

A violet glow formed around the man, flaring painfully bright. Rett’s hand went to the deflection charm on its strap, but he barely made contact with the cool metal before the purple light hit him, lifting him off his feet and throwing him backward. Rett twisted frantically in mid-air, desperate not to land against the ooze that covered the cave walls. He braced himself for impact … and jackknifed up in his bed at Rune Keep. He patted down his body, frantic with fear but found no trace of the black threads.

“I’m back,” he reassured himself, looking around frantically. “Safe.”

Malachi laid a hand on his arm. “You’re here. Protected.” He sat back with a wan smile. “I’m guessing the experiment worked.”

Rett nodded. “Yeah. I was back in the cave—and Hat Man was there. He messed with my mind, made me think he’d infected me, then he tried to kill me for real. The charm stopped the dying part, but he must have hit me with enough energy to knock me back here.”

“I’d planned to get you back the same way I sent you and hope it worked,” Malachi confessed. “Did you learn anything?”

In other words, was it worth the risk?

“He doesn’t believe that Makary is likely to turn on him. He thinks he’s special,” Rett reported. “He’s seeking revenge for something, and I think he’s out to kill as many people as he can.”

“Fuck. In a way, that’s even crazier than Noxx,” Malachi replied. He gave Rett a worried once-over. “Are you all right?”

Rett stopped to take stock, relieved when he found nothing wrong aside from a headache. “I feel like someone is playing the drums on my skull, but otherwise, I think I’m fine.”

“I can give you something for the pain. Why don’t we take a break and eat something?” Malachi offered. “It’s been a while since breakfast. My eyes were blurring from all the cramped handwriting in those manuscripts—and studying the information you brought back on your arm.”

Rett waved off help to stand, counting it as a point of pride that he was able to make his way to the kitchen under his own power. “Is any particular type of magic stronger than the others?” he asked as Malachi readied a plate of sugared nuts, cheese, and honey. They refilled their cups and sat near the fire with their food.

“That has been a topic of argument—and fist fights—among witches since the beginning,” Malachi replied, popping a few of the nuts into his mouth. “A pointless debate, in my opinion. Raw power isn’t a guarantee of success. I’m sure you’ve seen warriors built like oxen who lost a fight to a much smaller person who was faster, stealthier—or a better shot.”

“Many times,” Rett agreed, savoring a bite of honey-drizzled cheese.

“It’s the same with magic. A clever mage can do more with a few cantrips than an unimaginative witch can accomplish with an entire grimoire. It’s not just about being able to blast obstacles out of your way—a subtle touch can often achieve the goal just as well, without leaving easy traces to follow.” Malachi drained his cup and set it to the side.

Rett stretched, loosening some of the tension knots in his muscles. His shoulders were already tight from hunching over books, so the stress from the dream and traveling made the stiffness even worse.

“A land mage might escape notice if he or she were careful,” Malachi mused, inching closer to the fire. “Many people have a talent for growing plants without any magic at all. So long as nothing big or unexplained happened, no one might pay any attention if someone’s crops or flowers grew a bit faster or stayed healthier.”

“Makary has a talent for finding people with a grudge and recruiting them to his side,” Rett observed. “A farmer who’d been done out of his land. Or a vintner unhappy with taxes.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if Makary has been keeping an eye on scores of people he thought might someday prove helpful,” Malachi replied. “And while the fight with Noxx weakened Makary, if he’s got other relics like the ones we destroyed, he could strengthen himself or turn an ally with middling ability into someone powerful enough to be a danger.”

They fell quiet again, finishing the tea and polishing off the rest of the snack. Rett enjoyed the warmth of the fire, and staring at the dancing flames relaxed him after the terror of the vision.

“I may have figured out how Makary bound Kristoph’s soul—and why,” Malachi said after a long pause. “As you’ve seen, searching for a particular thing isn’t easy. Many of the old spell books aren’t organized by topic; they’re a collection of whatever the author wanted to record, jumbled together. Makes it hard to find something on purpose.”

“But you think you’ve found a solution?”

Malachi shrugged. “Maybe. Or at least the best idea I’ve come upon so far. The book gave a spell to capture a soul at the instant of death and keep it safe in a vessel.”

“Safe from what? And why?” Rett asked. “If the body died, what purpose is there in keeping the soul from moving on?”

“That’s the problem with gray magic,” Malachi replied. “Not light and not dark—the shadows in between. Just because it’s possible to do something doesn’t mean it should be done. But someone is always going to try to figure out how.”

“What did the spell require?” Rett felt repulsed and curious.

“Some pretty dark shit. It’s a blood spell—a life for a life. A lot of the ingredients are hard to find and illegal if you do. If the person who bound Kristoph’s soul used a spell like this, they planned in advance. They didn’t just seize an opportunity,” Malachi continued, staring into the fire.

“So it’s likely they also created that opportunity.” Rett’s stomach swooped as he realized the implication.

Malachi nodded. “Whoever arranged to trap Kristoph’s soul planned his murder at Sommerelle. The two things have to go hand-in-hand. That suggests a connection between the Witch Lord and some of the nobility we didn’t catch because he’d need their help to arrange a way to sabotage the meeting.”

“Gil should have a short list of nobles and high-ranking members of the court who were involved in planning that event. That might help narrow it down,” Rett said.

“Unless they died. It would be like Makary to avoid leaving evidence—or witnesses,” Malachi agreed.

Rett frowned. “We had a theory about Runcian using his soul to create the magic for Green Knoll. Could Makary want Kristoph’s soul to un-make the magic?”

“Maybe. What’s a king’s soul worth? Green Knoll might not be the only use. Legend says the soul remains tied to the mortal world until the new king is crowned and lends its energy to the coronation ritual,” Malachi said. “Crowning a king without that—I don’t know what difference that would make, but the rituals around it are ancient, layered with spell upon spell. It’s a bad idea to tamper with magic you don’t understand.”

“Do you think there’s more to the dreams and visions I’ve had?” Rett asked, both needing to know and scared to hear Malachi’s answer.

“I think you’re safe here in Rune Keep. The spells to keep me in also keep a lot of things out. I’ve added to them over the years. If Makary’s magic could get in here, he’d have done it by now.”

“But outside?”

“We can keep you as safe as possible with charms, but not as safe as in here.”

“I’m a Shadow. I’m used to being in danger. And besides, my Sight isn’t powerful enough to matter.”

Malachi stood and stretched. “You might not be a full witch, but your abilities—and those of your partner—have been key to this from the beginning. Never underestimate small advantages. They often make all the difference.”

Rett followed him to the kitchen, carrying the plate and cups. Malachi bustled around the small space, readying a supper of smoked ham, green beans, and potatoes boiled together in broth, and put the cauldron on the fire to simmer until Kane and the others returned. In a smaller pot, he poached peeled apples, wine, and honey, setting it in the embers to stay warm.

“I’ve learned to cook well from what they send me,” Malachi said, checking to see if the bread dough had risen sufficiently and placing the loaf in the oven by the fire to bake. “And what they don’t send, Kane is kind enough to bring home.” He smiled. “After all, he benefits from good food too.”

Guards delivered supplies on a regular basis to a magic portal at the base of the tower. The gateway was supposed to only permit non-living things to enter and permit nothing to exit.

Over time, Malachi had tweaked the magic to allow guests to enter. He could leave whenever he chose but did so only in extreme circumstances to avoid detection.

“Rett, you need to consider the possibility that Makary may want to target you specifically. I’m afraid that you’re in danger—more than usual.”

“Why me? I’m nothing special,” Rett countered.

Malachi turned to meet his gaze. “Except for your connection to Green Knoll and your ability to travel there. You found the heir no one knew existed. You saved him when Makary managed to get an assassin inside. You played an important part in defeating the attack he and Noxx mounted to destroy the monastery. He might conclude that getting rid of you takes a big obstacle out of the way of his plans.”

“Fuck,” Rett muttered. He wanted to argue, but Malachi’s logic made sense. “So what do I do? If that’s true, I’m more of a prisoner here than you are.”

“Funny how that worked out,” Malachi replied. “I think we can protect you outside for short periods, but staying here is safest. You’d also be valuable to him as a captive if Makary didn’t kill you right away.”

Rett felt a chill slide down his spine. “Then we’d better not let that happen.” For a while, they worked together in silence.

“You’re quiet.” Malachi dusted off his hands and tidied up the kitchen. He put another pot of tea to boil on the fire and then turned to look at Rett. “What’s on your mind?”

Rett sighed, chagrinned. “Everything. It’s difficult to sort through. I just need some time.”

He wanted to talk with Ridge and go over the theories he and Malachi had spun from the lore. His partner and best friend had always helped him stay grounded, no matter how crazy the world around them got.

Malachi had important knowledge, and he had proven to be a true ally and loyal friend. Henri and Kane brought valuable perspectives. But Ridge and Rett had a lifetime of relying on each other, and there was no one else Rett trusted more to have his back.

“Have you heard from Sofen or Edvard lately about Harrowmont?” Malachi asked.

Rett shook his head. “Not in the past few days.”

“Perhaps since it’s quiet today, we should scry and check in. That spares you getting blasted by Sofen and saves Edvard’s energy.” Malachi brought out a large bowl and filled it with water. He lit candles and said the incantation. The surface of the water rippled, and Lady Sally Anne’s face appeared.

Rett guessed that one of the witches who had taken refuge at the fortified castle helped to maintain the connection.

“M’lady. I hope this finds you well,” Malachi greeted her.

“As well as may be,” she replied. “How go your efforts?”

“Still searching for Makary and looking for his land mage,” Malachi replied.

“We received your message through Edvard, and we’ve been readying the castle for guests,” Lady Sally Anne said. “And I must say, we’re looking forward to meeting these mysterious monks. We’ve set aside rooms so they can lodge together. I imagine that will be a comfort to them since they’ve been living as a community for so long.”

“That’s very kind of you,” Malachi said.

“The monks have been extremely gracious,” Rett said. “I think you’ll find them interesting to talk to, and they’ll be bringing new books on magic and history, so your people will have plenty to discuss.”

“We’re making plans so that they can fit into the routine,” Lady Sally Anne added, “since they may be living here for a while—until the Witch Lord is stopped for good. I think that will help them feel like a part of our little family, and we can always use helpers with chores.”

“They’ll appreciate that,” Rett replied. “They’re used to gardening and cooking and caring for livestock. The monks will be glad to be useful, and having familiar work to do will help ease their grief about leaving Green Knoll.”

“I can’t promise that we can offer the heir luxury worthy of a king,” she warned.

“Tom—Toland—has lived all his life as a monk. He’s accustomed to a simple, basic existence. I think you’ll like him,” Rett vouched.

“We will take good care of them when they get here. Though I must admit, I’m a bit fuzzy on how they’re going to arrive,” Lady Sally Anne admitted.

“We’re working on it,” Malachi replied. “Rett and I are piecing the details together from our end, and Brother Kendrick has the monks searching their huge library to fill in the blanks. I’m sure that we’ll have it pulled together soon.”

“Edvard keeps me updated on your exploits,” Lady Sally Anne said. “The black ooze is disturbing. I hope that you’re able to find a way to put a stop to it.”

“Ridge and the others are tracking down leads right now,” Rett told her.

“Sofen and his friends have been scanning for information on the Witch Lord and anything that might be helpful—or worrisome,” Lady Sally Anne added. “They’ve created a network of ‘receivers’—people all across the kingdom who can speak to them mind-to-mind. That gives them eyes and ears without needing to leave Harrowmont.”

“And have they heard anything of interest?” Malachi asked.

“Sofen’s made inquiries about the sludge. There’ve been scattered incidents. It’s happening more often—and people are scared.”

“Does he see a pattern?” Rett asked.

“Not yet, but he’ll let you know if that changes,” Lady Sally Anne replied.

Rett saw that the scrying tired Malachi and knew they needed to end the communication.

“We’ll let you know more about the monks when we have details,” Malachi promised. “Stay safe—and thank you.”

The image in the water faded, and Malachi slumped.

“Why don’t you rest? I’ll get you some tea,” Rett offered. Malachi gave a tired smile in response, and Rett hurried to bring him a cup.

“Between Sofen and Luc, I think we’ve got confirmation that the land mage is increasing his attacks,” Malachi said after he had sipped the drink, and the tension in his shoulders eased. “First Makary sets the saboteurs loose to provoke a war, and now the land mage is doing his best to cause panic. All while the palace is at its weakest.”

“Makary doesn’t seem like the type to swoop in and play the hero,” Rett observed.

Malachi shook his head and set his empty cup aside. “I don’t think that’s his plan. The more broken the kingdom is, the less resistance when the Witch Lord makes his move. And perhaps the more likely that people will be so desperate for someone—anyone—to be in charge that they’ll accept whoever takes the crown.”

“If you’re feeling better—should we go back to the books?” Rett suggested.

Malachi lifted his head as if he were scenting the wind. “We might as well while the meal cooks. The others are on their way back.”

Not for the first time, Rett wondered if Malachi and Kane shared some sort of soul bond that gave them a psychic link. They both seemed extraordinarily aware of one another’s condition and location. Rett felt a twinge of jealousy at the thought, wishing he had a similar mental connection to Ridge. It would save us a world of worry when we’re separated.

They spent the next few candlemarks researching. Rett ignored the glances Malachi shot his way, checking to ensure he wasn’t about to keel over again. He tried to keep his mind on the research instead of worrying about Ridge and the others or being distracted by the aroma of the bread and stew, which made his stomach rumble.

By the time Kane, Ridge, and Henri clattered up the steps, the bread had cooled enough to slice, and the ham and beans were ready.

Rett gave the others a quick appraisal, looking for signs of a scuffle or injuries.

“No blood,” Ridge assured him with a smile, clapping a hand on his shoulder. “Just some information gathering, like I said. Did you two find anything in the books?”

“Eat first, talk about serious things later,” Malachi said, ignoring Kane’s eye roll. “Sounds like we have a lot to discuss.”

After dinner, they relaxed with brandy and wine-poached apples. Rett and Malachi shared what they had found in the lore books.

Rett downplayed his dream, although he knew from the worried look Ridge gave him that he wouldn’t get away so easily. Ridge’s frown deepened when Rett recounted his intentional journey to the cave.

“Did you pass out? Was that a spirit travel thing?” Ridge asked, and Rett knew his partner was visually checking him for injuries.

Rett shook his head. “I didn’t pass out,” Rett clarified. “And both felt different from either a vision or the out-of-body travel. The first was just a nightmare. I’m still not sure where the cave is.”

“It might have been a bad dream, but it was an instructive one,” Malachi pointed out. “We got a good idea of how a land mage turned dark could use his magic as an attack. Given the black ooze deaths, I think that’s a valuable insight. It’s not a type of magic that’s often thought of as a weapon. We need to shift our thinking.”

Ridge didn’t look happy about the dream, but Rett hadn’t wanted to withhold information. They needed every scrap to figure out how to get ahead of Makary.

Kane and Ridge traded off recounting their meeting with Luc. “Thanks to Gil and Luc, we have a shot at stopping the saboteurs—and maybe preventing a war,” Kane summarized.

“You want to go after them.” Malachi’s flat tone made it clear he wasn’t pleased.

“We know where they are,” Ridge argued. “They’re likely to move again, and then we’ll lose our chance.”

“And if they keep doing damage that gets blamed on Rhodlann, we could end up with a war—without a king,” Kane reminded them. “That would be a disaster.”

“When do you go?” Rett could feel the tension.

“Luc wants to attack the day after tomorrow,” Kane replied. “We take one camp, and Burke’s Shadows take the other. Simple, straightforward, dead.”

“Is there no one else who could go?” Malachi pressed.

Kane glared at his partner. “What’s the problem? Landria’s in no shape to win a war. The only thing worse than fighting the Witch Lord is fighting Rhodlann at the same time.”

“Other people could stop the vandals,” Malachi said. “But we are the only ones who might be able to save the true heir to the throne. How are we supposed to do that if any of you are injured—or worse?”

“Malachi.” Kane’s voice softened, and an entire unspoken conversation seemed to transpire between the two. “We’ll be safe. These aren’t expert fighters. They’re troublemakers. We can handle them.”

“You can’t promise that,” Malachi retorted.

Kane’s eyes narrowed. “Did you have dreams of your own?” When the necromancer turned away, Kane had his answer. “We’ve all seen plenty to feed nightmares. Unless you had a vision, that’s all it is. You know that better than most people.”

“Three nights in a row,” Malachi confessed. “That hasn’t happened before.”

Kane put his hand on Malachi’s forearm and gave a reassuring squeeze. “It’s not like you to be superstitious.”

Malachi shook his head stubbornly. “I don’t need superstition. I can speak with the dead. I just don’t like adding new risks when the stakes are already high.”

“There’s no one else,” Kane argued gently. “This keeps us away from Burke’s folks, which cuts down on the risk of them turning on Ridge and Rett. This wouldn’t be the first time we’ve burned out a nest of rats. It’s not a big deal.”

Malachi let out a long breath, and his head dropped. “All right. You were going, regardless. But make sure everyone wears amulets. I’ll count on Edvard to keep me apprised. And don’t assume it’ll be an easy fight. That’s always when things go wrong.”

Since Malachi had made all the arguments against the strike that were on the tip of Rett’s tongue, he held his peace.

Ridge seemed to sense his uneasiness and gave him a questioning look.

“I’m coming with you.” Rett’s tone made it clear the matter was settled. He lifted a hand to forestall argument from both Ridge and Malachi.

“If Edvard is going to carry tales, then I need to go along. I’m the one with the coin. I’m fit to fight. I belong with you.” Rett knew Ridge capitulated from the look in his eyes.

“All right,” Ridge relented. “Having you with us is all the more reason to get in and get out fast. Without war in the offing, we can put all our focus on saving the monks from Green Knoll. Stop a war, rescue the heir, save the kingdom. It’s going to be a busy week.”


Chapter Six

“Iwant to see what the saboteurs did before I agree to kill them. I’m an assassin—not a murderer,” Ridge said. He and Kane had gone to scout before they acted on Luc’s information.

“I thought you trusted Luc and Burke.” Kane’s neutral tone didn’t hide his curiosity. “We’re riding a couple of candlemarks out of our way to get your verification. Daylight’s burning.”

Ridge shrugged. “Burke could tell you there were jobs I asked for background on, even when we were carrying out the orders of the king. I wanted to know the ‘why,’ not just be a traveling executioner.” He paused. “And I want to know more before we drag Rett and Henri into this.”

He’d been a soldier before he became one of the King’s Shadows, and Ridge had long ago stopped counting how many lives he’d taken in the line of duty and self-defense. That wasn’t ever supposed to make the memories easier. It didn’t—and he hoped it never would.

“I think I understand,” Kane replied without looking at Ridge. “No one ever tells spies the whole scenario, but I figured out plenty for myself. Certain jobs set easier in my mind than others, but I always promised myself that if it got too bad, I’d go with my gut. And then Malachi came along.”

They had ridden toward the Rhodlann border, looking for the places the saboteurs had allegedly damaged in their efforts to start a war. Luc hadn’t questioned why Ridge wanted to know directions, but he’d reminded him that while they knew the current location of the rogues, any delay risked having their quarry slip the net.

“Elliston should be just ahead,” Kane said, noting a wooden signpost at the crossroads. “Cooper’s Ford is only a few miles away. Both are close to the border, an easy ride from Rhodlann. Quiet enough that marauders might not be caught if they were quick enough getting in and out, but with enough traffic that word would spread about the attacks. It wouldn’t be hard for the neighbors to blame the most logical threat—Rhodlann.”

Elliston was near a well-traveled trade route, not far from the river. A few dozen homes and an inn clustered around a large green. On market days, farmers brought fresh vegetables to sell and livestock to barter or butcher. Merchants set up tents to sell their wares, from jewelry to pots, and clothing to cakes. The blacksmith and farrier would be in demand, along with healers, fortune tellers, and musicians busking for coin. The market served both a practical purpose and as a source of entertainment. An attack would be felt by residents far and wide.

“It’s too quiet,” Kane observed as they rode closer.

“That’s not a good sign.” Ridge pointed at the vultures circling over the town.

Both men rode with weapons ready, although Ridge feared the need for swords was long past. Since it was a market week, the village should have been a hive of activity setting up for the event. That made the stillness even more eerie.

“Do you smell that?” Ridge caught an unmistakable whiff of decomposition.

“Yeah. Hard to miss.”

Bodies lay where they had fallen in the road, on the green, and in the doorways to houses. The corpses had grown ripe in the sun but were fresh enough for Ridge to see the cause of death in most cases.

“Throats slit, knife wounds, some arrows, and bullet holes,” Kane remarked dispassionately.

“Looks like they just swarmed in and cut people down,” Ridge replied, unable to keep the anger out of his voice.

“Need to stoke outrage if you’re going to start a war,” Kane pointed out. “Slaughtering a town and leaving them for the buzzards is a sure way to set folks on vengeance.”

A brisk walk through town revealed that the attackers had shown no quarter. Women, children, elders all fell by the sword. Ridge thought that perhaps the livestock might have been stolen, but they were left dead in the corral.

“It feels wrong not to bury them,” Ridge said quietly. He had seen death on the battlefield on a greater scale, but never so senseless and malicious.

“We serve them best by avenging their deaths,” Kane replied. “There are too many of the dead and too few of us. Leave them to the birds.”

They rode to the next town in silence. Ridge dreaded what they would find but knew that bearing witness validated their move against the saboteurs. Kane’s shuttered expression told Ridge he was not the only one struggling with the atrocities they had seen.

Cooper’s Ford was a short distance away on the banks of the river. A bridge now spanned the water, but Ridge figured that in the past there was likely a shallow place to cross or perhaps a ferry. The previous time Ridge came this way, there was a grist mill, boat landing, tavern, and a few shops for travelers’ necessities.

“It’s all gone.” Ridge’s voice choked as they looked over a hamlet where every building had been burned to the ground. “Did the people flee?”

Kane dismounted and walked toward the first building, peering into the ashes and tangle of charred wood. “The residents are still here,” he said quietly.

Ridge’s eyes widened. “Those sons of bitches burned them alive?”

Kane nodded. “I think we’re likely to find the same in each building. The saboteurs want to provoke. A war if they can get it, and if not, border reprisals. If they get their way, a lot more people will die beyond these villagers.”

“Then let’s go kill the fucking bastards,” Ridge said. “I’ve seen more than enough.”
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“Not a bad place to go to ground,” Ridge muttered just past dawn the next day as he, Kane, Rett, and Henri came into sight of the old farmhouse. “Close to a creek, not too far from a road but hidden from view—easy for them to get to lots of places quickly.”

“No neighbors,” Kane rumbled. “No witnesses.”

Rett sent Edvard ahead so the ghost could scout the house and grounds, assuring that Gil’s information was good.

“What’s Edvard see?” Ridge asked quietly.

Rett’s fingers dipped into his pocket, touching the coin that let Edvard haunt him and made their communication possible. He closed his eyes and was silent for a moment, listening. “Six inside,” Rett reported. “Edvard says they’re the ones causing the havoc. And there are six horses in the barn.”

They tethered their mounts in a stand of trees farther back along the rutted dirt road that led to the house. Overgrown fields were a testament to how long the place had been abandoned.

Henri set the saboteurs’ horses free. He moved quickly to heap fireworks and canisters of gunpowder in strategic places, then doubled back to take up a sniper’s roost in the barn, where he had a clear view of anyone exiting the house.

“Now the fun starts,” Kane growled. “Let’s move.”

The trio brought out bows, and they nocked arrows tipped with wool batting, then lit the tips before they let fly. Their shots flew true, igniting the explosives.

“Here we go,” Ridge muttered.

“So glad Henri’s on our side,” Rett said as booms and pops echoed in the still air while multicolored charges bloomed just above the roof.

Five figures streamed from the old house, three men and two women from what Ridge could see. Henri picked off the man in front, who fell where he stood. Ridge, Rett, and Kane fired arrows and dropped the others in their tracks.

The saboteurs hadn’t stood a chance against seasoned fighters—just like their victims hadn’t faced a fair fight. That confirmed his suspicion that the Witch Lord had found malcontents and fed their anger with lies, and recruited them to his side without a care as to whether they lived or died. If they survived his use for them, he abandoned them or killed them without a second thought.

“Check the house. We’re missing one,” Kane said.

Ridge, Rett, and Kane closed in carefully. Kane took the rear, Ridge went right, while Rett veered to the left. Henri kept his position in the barn, where he could pick off enemies or shout a warning if needed. The team moved slow, alert for survivors hiding in the tall grass, ready with throwing knives and swords to deal with any unexpected adversaries.

A man stumbled out of the house. Ridge’s throwing knife hit him square in the chest, and the man dropped to his knees, then fell face-forward.

Ridge took a deep breath, trying to still his thudding heart. He counted the bodies splayed on the dry grass. Six corpses, felled by bullets or arrows. He knew he should be glad that the fight had been won so easily, without his side taking damage. So many times it had gone wrong, and they had hauled one or more of their team home half-dead. Thanks to Malachi, they had managed to drag each other back from the brink.

A shot sounded from inside the barn. Ridge’s head snapped up, and he started to run toward the building, knowing that meant Henri was in trouble. Kane joined him mid-way, and they burst through the door together.

“Henri!” Ridge shouted.

“I’m here.” The valet’s voice sounded off. A moment later, Henri staggered to the rough wooden steps. He kicked at a black shadow, and a man’s body fell from the loft with a sick splat onto the hard-packed dirt below, chest ripped open from a point-blank shot.

“Henri?” Ridge knew something was wrong.

“There was one more than we expected.” Henri held his side as he faltered. He missed a couple of steps, grabbed the railing, and fell more than walked down the last few to reach the ground.

“What happened?” Ridge broke Henri’s fall and helped him sit at the base of the steps.

“One of them got me while I was focused on the house,” Henri admitted, raising his hand to reveal a bloody slash through his shirt. “Can’t believe he snuck up on me. I’m usually better than that.” Henri sounded like he might faint.

“We’ll worry about your stealthiness later.” Ridge checked the wound and tore strips from his shirt to make a bandage. “Keep pressure on it. We’ll get you stitched up. Just hang on.”

An explosion reverberated from somewhere outside the barn.

“Where’s Rett?” Ridge looked around, realizing his partner was missing. Shit.

“Go!” Kane ordered. “I’ll get Henri to the horses.”

Ridge gave a curt nod of acknowledgment and headed off at a dead run toward the house. A godsawful shriek of animals in pain made Ridge’s blood run cold. Another explosion sounded, and he veered to follow the blast.

“Rett!” Ridge’s voice carried across the fields. He scanned the area, looking for his partner.

“Over here.”

Ridge spotted Rett standing a distance from the farmhouse in the middle of a field. He looked pale and shaken, but Ridge didn’t see any blood.

“He was here.” Rett pointed toward tendrils of smoke rising from the ground.

“Who?” Ridge looked around but didn’t see anyone.

“The land mage. I’m sure that’s who it was. I think he came to kill the saboteurs, and he tried to kill me.” Rett sounded dazed.

“Slow down, back up, and start over.” Ridge was worried. He eyed the horizon but saw no trace of anyone else.

“I felt a ripple of magic,” Rett said. “So when the rest of you ran toward the barn, I followed the energy. I saw the man with a large hat dressed all in black—the one from my visions. Couldn’t make out his face. When I got closer, I sensed his power.”

Rett licked his lips. “He saw me and shot a wave of violet light at me just as I lit the canister and threw it at him. I could feel Malachi’s charm deflecting his magic—the necklace got so hot I think it burned my skin.” He tugged at the neck of his shirt to reveal a red mark where the charm had been.

“He seemed surprised when he couldn’t hit me. I threw another bomb, and suddenly there was a whirlwind of dust, and he was gone.” Rett pointed toward the blackened patch of ground, his eyes wide with fear. “I know what that purple light meant to do. Because it ‘bounced’ away from me and hit the cows.” He gestured toward two mounds inside a nearby corral, covered in black, pulsating ooze.

“Maybe the arsonists had done everything the Witch Lord needed, and they were going to be inconvenient,” Ridge said. “So he let his land mage start an infestation to get rid of them.”

“Watch out,” Rett warned, taking a large step back. He gestured toward the ground, where Ridge saw tendrils spreading. They moved fast, and Ridge wondered if the black threads sought the heat of their bodies or the pounding of their hearts.

There had to be something that drew them. Carnivorous sludge. Attack ooze. I definitely don’t want to find out how it works first-hand.

Ridge lifted his bow and drew an arrow from his quiver. Sparks from steel and stone lit the batting on the arrow tip, and Ridge let fly, sending his flaming arrow into the undulating mass.

A shriek had them both clapping their hands over their ears. The shiny black ooze drew back, trying to protect itself from the hungry fire, but the relentless flames advanced.

“It’s working!” Ridge shouted above the roar of the flames.

“They’re linked.” Rett sank to his knees, pale and shaking.

“Rett?” Ridge caught Rett before he could fall on his face. “What’s linked?”

“The patches of sludge. I think their roots connect them … communicate.”

“Where the fuck are you?” Kane yelled, coming around the corner of the house. “We’ve got to go. Someone’s going to see the smoke.”

“Come on.” Ridge got under Rett’s arm and dragged him to his feet. “Need to leave. We’ll figure it out later.”

Rett groaned in pain, and his eyes had a glassy, unfocused look that worried Ridge. He hoped that putting distance between them and the burning sludge would ease the pain and break the energy link.

He looked down and saw black threads advancing. “Shit. We didn’t get them all.” Ridge looked up at Kane. “Get Rett to the horses. I’ve got to burn off the ooze before it spreads.”

Rett protested weakly, but Kane took his weight and half-carried, half-dragged him toward their mounts while Ridge dug out his remaining canister bombs from his overloaded pockets.

Sudden pain lanced up his leg. Ridge looked down to see two of the black threads curling around his ankle. He slashed at their roots with his knife, severing them from the ground but not able to kick them free.

“Shit.” Ridge struck a spark and lit the fuses. He lobbed the bombs in quick succession, dropping two in a line between him and the ooze like a firebreak, and throwing the other bomb into the house.

Loud shrieks pierced the air as the field and the ooze-covered cow corpses went up in flame. The tendrils around his ankle burned, sending shooting pain up his skin before they fell away, crisped and glowing like embers. Ridge limped back to the horses as fast as he could while bits of wood and flaming thatch pelted his back.

“Go!” Ridge swung into the saddle, letting Kane take the lead with Henri second and Rett third while he brought up the rear.

“Took you long enough,” Kane grumbled. He noted the injury with a pointed glance, but Ridge shook his head, not wanting to worry Rett.

“Just trying to do the job right,” Ridge replied. He didn’t like how quiet Rett and Henri were, or that neither of them sat completely upright, a clue that they were hurting more than they wanted to admit.
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“You there! What do you think you’re doing?” Two riders approached just as Ridge and the others reached the main road. One of them had broad shoulders and muscular arms like a farmer, the other shorter and more slightly built. They weren’t in uniform but didn’t look like common thieves.

There were two more of the saboteurs. Fuck.

“Did you set that fire?” The big man loosed a stream of curses. “You just made a big mistake.” The two riders drew their blades—long, wide knives used to harvest grain.

Ridge and Kane already had their swords in hand, and Ridge saw a flicker in the big man’s eyes when he realized they were outmatched. Fair fight or not, Ridge knew they couldn’t let the saboteurs escape.

Kane and Ridge stayed between their attackers and wounded comrades, waiting for an opening.

“Did you burn the farm?” the big man thundered.

“Burned it and killed your accomplices,” Kane goaded. “Just like the sort of trouble you’ve been stirring up.”

“You poxy sons of bitches!” the large man shouted, raising his long knife and charging.

Ridge intercepted him as Kane moved to block the other saboteur. The big man managed one parry of Ridge’s sword, but his shorter blade put him at a disadvantage. A seasoned fighter could have adapted and held his own, but the man’s clumsy efforts made it clear he was not trained for combat.

Ridge’s sword sliced clean through the man’s neck, sending the head one way as the body toppled in the opposite direction. Kane traded blows with his attacker and shouted a curse as the man got in a lucky strike on his forearm before Kane wheeled and thrust with his sword, running his attacker through.

“Are they dead?” Rett’s voice was still too wobbly for Ridge’s liking. Ridge glanced at his partner and realized Rett had a throwing knife in hand, ready for a fight.

“Yeah, but now we’ve got to get rid of the bodies,” Ridge replied. He and Kane dismounted and hauled the corpses into the wooded area next to the road. Ridge doubted anyone was looking hard for the unlucky crew Makary had enlisted in his scheme.

“I sent Edvard back to Malachi with a report. It’ll save us having to explain it,” Rett said.

“Lovely,” Kane muttered. “Malachi’ll have plenty of time to boil up some poultices—and work up to a fine snit.”

Ridge searched their attackers’ pockets while Kane slapped the horses’ flanks to send them away. Kane glanced at Ridge as he stood, shaking his head.

“Hardly enough coin to buy bread and a tankard at the pub,” Ridge said. “Whatever Makary offered them, he didn’t make them rich.” He frowned. “You’re hurt,” he said, seeing blood on Kane’s jacket.

“So are you. Looks like we’re all going home bloody. Malachi is going to kick our asses.”
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By the time they reached Rune Keep, Ridge’s leg throbbed, Henri had paled, and Rett held himself in a way that Ridge knew meant his partner had a pounding headache and was barely staying upright. Kane seemed the least affected, but Ridge saw that the spy rode with the reins in his left hand, a sure tell that his injury was more painful than he let on.

“How in the name of the gods did this happen?” Malachi asked as the four men hobbled up the steps.

“It’s a long story. Thought Edvard would have already filled you in,” Kane muttered, helping Henri to the couch in the sitting room before he dropped to his knees next to him. “Henri’s been stabbed.”

“Edvard gave me his version. Curious to hear what you have to say.” Malachi reached for the medical kit that lay ready on the table.

Ridge deposited Rett beside Henri before he sank into one of the other seats.

“I’ve just got a reaction headache,” Rett spoke up. “It’s fading. I’ll be fine.”

Malachi brought the kit and sat next to Henri, gently peeling back his bloodied clothing and carefully examining the gash. “It’s not as bad as it looks—or as I’m sure it feels.”

“I let my guard down,” Henri muttered. “I’m losing my touch.”

“Bullshit,” Ridge countered. “You took down two of the saboteurs and gave us cover. There were just a few more than Edvard realized.”

“For which he apologizes,” Malachi said as he cleaned Henri’s wound, spread ointment, and then used his magic to speed healing until only a thin, pink line remained.

“I hope Burke and Luc have better luck,” Kane said.

“Our luck wasn’t actually too bad,” Rett argued. “We got hurt, but we’re still alive. Killed all the targets, burned the house—and the ooze. All in all, we’ve had worse fights.”

Ridge shifted, trying to ease the pain where the threads had wrapped around his leg. Malachi’s attention focused on treating the gash on Kane’s arm, but Rett frowned as he noticed Ridge fidgeting.

“What’s wrong with your leg?” Rett’s tone didn’t give Ridge any leeway.

“The sludge moved faster than I expected, and a couple of threads wrapped around my ankle before I could set them on fire.”

Malachi turned. “You were touched by the threads?” He moved over to kneel next to Ridge. “Let me see.”

Ridge tugged at his pant leg, exposing his lower leg. Their gasp made his heart sink.

During the ride back from the farmhouse, Ridge had told himself that the threads couldn’t have done any real damage, that where they had touched him burned because of the fire. Now he realized that the tendrils had caused the pain, and he held his breath as Malachi assessed the injury but very carefully did not touch his skin.

“How bad?” Ridge couldn’t keep the uncertainty out of his voice.

“What is that?” Rett sounded shaky.

Black veins etched into his ankle and lower leg in all the places the threads had been. “The tendrils fell away when I set the rest of the field on fire. I thought maybe they were like those vines with acid sap. But it didn’t stop hurting. It got worse.”

Malachi’s hand hovered over the latticework of black that marked Ridge’s leg. “It’s not sap. It’s poison. This might be how the ooze takes its victims.”

“Can you stop it?” Rett’s worry was thick in his voice.

“Let’s find out.” Malachi wrapped his hand around Ridge’s ankle, tightening his grip and wincing in shared pain. Ridge yelped. Malachi closed his eyes and murmured an incantation.

Ridge fought to stay still, but the pain shot through his veins like fire, and his skin felt as if it might peel from his bones. Sweat rose on his back, and he couldn’t fight back his screams.

Malachi shouted out the last words of the spell as the pain grew unbearable. Then suddenly, everything changed.

“Ridge?” Rett sounded tentative.

“I’m here,” Ridge panted, realizing that the blinding pain vanished with the last of Malachi’s words.

Malachi sat back, looking drained. “I’m glad it hadn’t gone deeper into your system. Getting rid of it would have been even more … unpleasant.”

Ridge reached down and rubbed his ankle, expecting residual pain. “Thank you,” he told Malachi. “What was that?”

“Something I’ve never seen before,” Malachi admitted. “The threads are clearly poisonous, but there’s also dark magic involved. If I hadn’t gotten to you, the poison might have spread until you were immobilized. We may have figured out the way the sludge kills. It poisons its victim—and then uses them as an energy source, gradually digesting them in the process.”

Ridge wanted to puke. “So I almost got eaten?”

“Close enough,” Malachi replied.

“I think it’s more than that.” Everyone turned as Rett spoke. “The vision I had about being underground, I could see the threads connecting the patches of ooze. They pulsed. And when I burned the ooze at the house, I felt the connection between one section and another. I think the Witch Lord and his land mage chose to use the sludge because of the threads. The energy flickers—I think the threads let the ooze communicate—with parts of itself and maybe with the land mage.”

“Plant spies?” Kane sounded incredulous. “Is that possible?”

“We’ve got ghost spies,” Ridge countered. “And we know it’s possible for a mage with the right magic to read the history of an object by touching it or create a whole monastery outside of normal space. After all that, it doesn’t seem like such a stretch.”

Rett shook his head. “I don’t think that’s likely. That’s more advanced than I meant. I don’t think the ooze is carrying tales. Nothing with words. But if the sludge is connected at the roots, then when one section feels pain—or finds food—it might have a way to signal that to the rest of the organism.”

“The good thing is, black ooze burns,” Henri spoke up. “Fire might not be the only remedy. Scullery maids soak wood ash in water and use it to clean away mold. We might try that and see if we can make a more powerful mixture that hurts the ooze.”

“After all the dark magic Noxx did, sludge seems awfully subtle for the Witch Lord’s tastes,” Ridge mused, mentioning Makary’s last accomplice.

“Witches make themselves scarce in Landria,” Malachi replied. “Anyone with a brain would run as far from Makary as possible. That leaves him with desperate people who either don’t know that he’ll betray them or think they’ll turn the tables on him eventually.”

“So he’s not picking from the best and brightest,” Rett summarized.

Malachi grimaced. “Desperation can co-exist with powerful magic. It might make a middling mage push their limits. But power isn’t the same as skill and knowledge. As you’ve seen, sometimes blasting your way through is the right answer—and in other situations, a more delicate use of magic is called for. A master mage wouldn’t need Makary’s help, so we may find opportunity in looking for the holes in his new partner’s knowledge.”

“Until now, we thought Makary wanted to rule from behind the throne,” Kane cut in. “So it makes sense for him to want to get rid of Green Knoll and the heir—and to be behind the psychic attacks on the council members. But if he’s been killing off his extended family, maybe he’s changed his mind. What if he’s not clearing the path for his candidate to win the crown? He might have finally decided to take it for himself. But where does the black ooze come in? He can’t slime the whole kingdom.”

“No, but he can take the kingdom hostage,” Rett replied. “The sludge’s effects are frightening. If he can unleash it on larger targets, plenty of people might surrender.”

“Fearful people accept bad solutions,” Henri pointed out. “With no king, and a council in turmoil, people are afraid, and the kingdom isn’t stable. Throw in a terrifying new blight that no one knows how to control, and people are likely to follow anyone who seems to have a plan.”

“The land mage sure seems to be starting small,” Ridge observed.

“Maybe he’s been practicing,” Malachi replied. “Learning to share the magic with Makary or figuring out how to make the sludge do what he wants.”

“Tomorrow, I’ll make up more gunpowder bombs, and I’ll see what’s left of the fireworks,” Henri said.

“There are things other than gunpowder that burn,” Malachi mused. “Oil. Lye. Phosphorous. Quicklime and sulfur. We might find the sludge is particularly vulnerable to one of them.”

“We need to let Gil and Luc know,” Ridge said. “If Burke and the other Shadows are still in the game, they’ll run into the sludge sooner or later.”

Malachi nodded. “I sent a ghost bird messenger to Gil while you were gone. Finding the materials might take some searching, but I think we can make the ooze a liability for the Witch Lord instead of an asset.”

“If he really can ‘communicate’ with it somehow, wiping out a large swath of it should hurt either the land mage or Makary,” Rett suggested.

“I’d think so,” Malachi replied. “Tomorrow, once everyone’s had a chance to recover, we’ve got some scouting, researching, and provisioning to do.”
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Ridge and Rett cleaned up and fell into their beds, their room lit by the faint glow of the banked fire.

“How are you, really?” Ridge asked, shifting to get comfortable beneath the blankets.

“Been better. Been worse. You?”

“I keep reminding myself that shooting those people might have stopped a war,” Ridge said quietly. “And that Shadows kill to save the kingdom. It still didn’t feel right.”

“Shadows don’t fight fair,” Rett reminded him. “That’s the whole point of being assassins. And there was nothing fair about the marauding they did, killing innocent people to start a war that was meant to be a distraction.”

“I know that in my head,” Ridge admitted. “My heart isn’t so sure.”

“I’m worried about Brother Tom and the monks,” Rett replied after a few moments of silence. “The magic is failing, and I’m sure if Makary can figure out how to use his land mage against them, he will. And we still don’t know how to bring them across. I’m going to have to go back.”

“We’ve bought time,” Ridge countered, ignoring Rett’s comment about returning to Green Knoll. “Makary’s attack inflicted damage, but he didn’t destroy the monastery like he wanted, and Brother Kendall strengthened the wardings. I believe that you and Malachi—and the monks—will figure it out.”

“I’ve been thinking that I might also need to go back to that cave,” Rett said quietly.

“It’s too dangerous.”

“Life is dangerous. Maybe I could learn more about the black ooze—or the land witch. It might be the key to destroying both of them.”

“Not unless there’s no other way,” Ridge argued. “I’m supposed to be the reckless one.”

“Things change.” Rett was silent for long enough that Ridge wondered if his partner had fallen asleep. “I might be able to destroy the cave.”

“How?”

“Set it ablaze. Given how easily the sludge burns, I expect the roots will be just as flammable. Start a few fires and hope I can leave before I burn too.”

“Fuck that—unless you find a way to take me in with you,” Ridge snapped.

“So we can both risk our lives?”

“So that we can have each other’s backs—like always.”

“Fair enough,” Rett conceded. “But wait for tomorrow. I’ve done all the adventuring I can for today.”


Chapter Seven

The next day they prepared for battle.

Gil’s ghostly birds arrived throughout the morning, carrying messages. Henri rode into a nearby town big enough to supply some of the materials and small enough not to be overrun by guards who might recognize him. Kane and Ridge went looking for hard-to-find items, while Rett and Malachi stayed at Rune Keep, searching the old books for anything they could use.

“I feel like I’m running a race in waist-deep water,” Rett admitted. “Finding answers is more important than ever, but we’re out of time, and there’s no way to go faster.”

“Sometimes we run. Sometimes we plod. Surely as an assassin, things weren’t always straightforward,” Malachi said.

“It seemed that way for a while,” Rett said, remembering. “Ridge and I did our military service and got picked to join the Shadows. We had our orders, knew who to kill to protect the kingdom, and we carried out our missions.”

“Things aren’t so clear when there’s no one giving orders.” Malachi had a pained smile. “It’s a hard lesson to learn.”

A spectral raven tapped at the glass, and Malachi went to open the window. The mage cocked his head as he received the telepathic message, standing still with his eyes closed and an expression of intense concentration.

We used to use pigeons to send messages to Burke, but it’s different when the birds are alive.

When Malachi turned back from the window, Rett gave him a look with an unspoken question.

“Gil thinks he knows who the land mage is.”

“Oh?” Rett refilled his cup from the tea that simmered on the hearth. Malachi waved off another cup for himself.

“Luc’s been making the rounds of the country pubs outside his role as sheriff,” Malachi reported. “Helps him hear the gossip. He keeps an ear out for stories about farmers who’ve been done wrong—lost their land over unpaid taxes or disputes, that kind of thing. Looks like it paid off.”

“Let me guess—he was a regular guy until he had a streak of bad luck, lost everything, got bitter, and blamed the crown.”

“Yeah, a fellow named Aren Bonner had consistently good harvests, and his livestock never got sick. His son was killed by a guard who mistook him for a robber, and Bonner held a grudge against the crown for that,” Malachi said.

“Then a jealous neighbor reported him for witchcraft. Bonner sent a swarm of bees against the guards who came to arrest him and according to the story, put a blight on his own land and animals when he had to surrender his farm. He disappeared, but he didn’t get arrested,” Malachi finished.

“It’s a bit of a stretch going from cursing the neighbor who turned you in and randomly killing people like the tanner,” Ridge pointed out.

“According to what Luc heard, Bonner had problems with people before the issue with the guards. He was the sort who always had some grievance or another, and ‘bad luck’ seemed to happen to people he didn’t like.”

“So the accusation of witchcraft might not be just jealousy,” Kane said. “And for all we know, his choice of targets now are people he had an issue with over something. They might not be as random as we first thought.”

“Bonner certainly sounds like a prime suspect,” Rett agreed. “Any idea of where he went?”

“Luc’s working on that. Gil will let us know when he has something solid. Bonner sounds exactly like the sort of person Makary could convince to become his ally,” Malachi said. “Clearly a land mage of some power, but untrained. Probably either learned by watching a parent or by trial and error on his own.”

Rett raised an eyebrow and finished his tea.

“That makes him dangerous.” Malachi toyed with his spoon. “The sort of magic you and Ridge have—the Sight and your visions—you could learn on your own because your power couldn’t become a weapon. Other types of abilities are so easy to misuse. A land mage who’s out for revenge could do a lot of damage—especially if he’s fueling his energy with rage.”

“Sludge still seems like a strange choice,” Rett debated getting more tea and decided against it.

“Bonner might have a natural affinity for fungus,” Malachi said. “But if he blighted his own crops, then he probably has more than one trick up his sleeve. People think of witches making the crops fail or stopping the hens from laying. Black ooze is unusual—and disturbing. It’s going to scare people and sow confusion—exactly what the Witch Lord wants.”

“Once we find Bonner, how do we stop him?”

“He’s just a man. You can kill him in all the regular ways,” Malachi said, carrying his cup to the kitchen. “Depending on his power and skill, he could summon wild animals or insects, turn the ground to quicksand, cause an earthquake, and do a lot of other unpleasant things. So the trick is surviving long enough to take your shot.”

Rett and Malachi continued searching the old texts, but the necromancer’s warning echoed in Rett’s mind.

“I wish they’d get back,” Rett said after a lengthy silence, trying to break the cycle of his spiraling thoughts. “They’ve been gone a long time.”

“Getting the items we needed required some travel. They’ll be home soon.”

Rett sighed. “I know. But I still worry.”

This time Malachi looked up. “I do too. Staying busy helps. And we’re making progress with the old books.” He gestured to the spread of parchments around them, most scrawled with notes. “If there are answers, we’ll find them.”

Rett felt a sudden, stabbing pain in his head and groaned, raising both hands to his throbbing temples. “Sofen,” he managed before he slid from the chair to the floor.

Malachi knelt next to him. “I’ve got you, Rett. Don’t fight the connection.”

Sofen’s powerful telepathy reached across long distances. The power required to make that happen went hard on the recipient.

At least I don’t think I’m having a stroke anymore. Sofen had gotten better about not “screaming” in Rett’s mind, but he was still a young boy and struggling to control his ability. Rett slowed his breathing and relaxed. He blanked his thoughts, making it easier for Sofen to reach him across the distance from Harrowmont.

Sofen often used Edvard to carry messages. But Edvard was out with Ridge and Kane. Whatever Sofen had discovered had to be important since the effort took a toll on him as well.

Rett gasped as an image formed in his mind. He saw a man he didn’t recognize holding a glowing red crystal, standing in front of a crypt.

The image blazed into his memory then vanished. Rett panted and squeezed his eyes shut against the reaction headache.

“Rett?” Malachi called quietly after Rett made no move to rise.

“I’m all right. Just … everything hurts. Didn’t speak—showed me something.” He heard Malachi’s footsteps recede and return, then a pillow slid beneath his head, and a blanket covered him.

“I’ll make you a toddy with tea and whiskey,” Malachi promised. “Just rest. No hurry to talk about whatever he showed you—there’s nothing we can do about it without the others here.”

Rett brought the image back to mind and concentrated on remembering every detail. By the time Malachi returned with the toddy, Rett felt like he could sit without fainting or puking. He pulled the blanket around his shoulders and accepted the drink gratefully.

“I added a bit of willow bark powder for the headache.” Malachi sat on the floor beside Rett.

“Thanks. Sofen’s trying for a lighter touch, but it’s a long distance to cross, and the power required means it’s like catching a cannonball.”

“Must have been important.”

Rett sipped his drink and let it warm his throat, waiting for the effects to take hold. “He showed me a man I didn’t recognize, holding a glowing red crystal in front of a mausoleum.”

Malachi frowned. “There’s only one glowing crystal I can imagine being essential enough to go to that much trouble.”

“Kristoph’s soul?” That had been the first thing that had occurred to Rett when the pain eased enough to think.

“Yes. When you’re feeling better, can you sketch what you saw? Any details might narrow the search. There are a lot of cemeteries in Landria,” Malachi replied.

“It fits, doesn’t it? Makary hid some of his energy relics in crypts. They aren’t places with a lot of traffic. People don’t like to go there. Superstition keeps them away. There are plenty to choose from. So the first question is … how do we figure out which graveyard? We can’t search them all.”

“Makary is a Letwick. If he’s killing off what remains of his family to eliminate rivals to the throne, then he might hedge his bet by hiding magical objects in case he needs them. We know he’s hidden things in Letwick properties before. Let’s start with those,” Rett continued.

“There were a lot of Letwicks. It doesn’t narrow things down as much as you’d think. Even with all four of you, there are still too many properties to search,” Malachi replied.

By the time the others returned, Rett had recovered enough to sit at the table trying to sketch what he’d seen. Malachi had a cauldron of vegetable soup ready on the hearth and a loaf of fresh bread in the oven.

“It smells wonderful in here,” Kane said, following Henri and Ridge into the living quarters. “The stuff you wanted is downstairs.”

“Were you able to find everything?” Malachi looked up from cutting the bread. Rett went to ladle out the soup.

“Nearly so,” Henri replied. “Even the things that weren’t exactly common—or legal.” He grinned. “I do love a good challenge.”

Ridge, Henri, and Kane took turns recounting what they had seen while they were provisioning. Rett realized how much he missed the casual freedom from before the king’s death, being able to ride anywhere in the kingdom without worry of pursuit, protected by their status as King’s Shadows.

“You didn’t miss anything except some bad pub food and flat beer.” Ridge bumped Rett’s shoulder in camaraderie. “It’s just as boring out there as you remember.”

Rett held up his drawings. “This is what I saw in Sofen’s vision. I think it’s where Makary hid Kristoph’s bound soul.”

Ridge, Kane, and Henri looked at the drawing in turn.

“I don’t recognize it,” Kane said, “but it should make our search go faster. It’s still going to take time to go through the Letwick private cemeteries, but now we’ve a better idea what we’re looking for.”

“We’ll go out tomorrow,” Ridge said. He looked sharply to Rett, expecting an argument. Instead, Rett just nodded.

“You’re right. I don’t like it, and I want to go with you, but you have to find the soul crystal,” Rett replied, knowing his resignation and acceptance showed on his face.

Ridge clapped him on the shoulder. “I promise we’ll be careful.”

“If it’s any consolation, I have a strong hunch that we need Kristoph’s soul to save Green Knoll,” Malachi told them.

“I’ll stay here and mix up some things that go boom,” Henri said. “Maybe lend a hand with dinner so these two can keep doing magic stuff.”

Kane and Ridge plotted out the locations of the Letwick manors on a map and debated how to prioritize their visits. They finally agreed on a route and had Rett re-draw the picture for them so they could take it along.

“I know that hearing from Sofen knocks you flat,” Ridge said as they gathered what he and Kane would need to head out the next day. “But if we find Kristoph’s soul—”

“It’s worth it, I know,” Rett finished for him. “I want to save Tom and the monks. Aside from the whole ‘next king of Landria’ thing, they’re good people, and they don’t deserve to be swept away when the monastery disappears.”

“I’m looking forward to meeting them,” Ridge replied. “And I bet Lady Sally Anne has a big welcome planned once they get to Harrowmont.”

“We haven’t figured out that part yet,” Rett reminded him.

“We will,” Ridge assured him. “Somehow, we always do.”
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Rett slid seamlessly from dreaming about eating dinner in one of their Caralocia safe houses to finding himself back at Green Knoll. At first he thought he might still be dreaming, but Tom’s hands on his shoulders shaking him made it clear that he had appeared once again in the doomed monastery.

Maybe Ridge is right to be worried about my soul being untethered. Or maybe Green Knoll needs me.

“I’m awake,” Rett said when he realized he hadn’t answered Tom.

Tom sat back on his haunches. He looked more tired and stressed to Rett, even though his last visit had been just a day prior—at least, in Rett’s timeline.

“This time, you showed up fast asleep on the floor of my room,” Tom told him, and despite the gravity of the situation, the monk managed to look amused.

“Sorry to invade your privacy. If it’s any consolation, I was asleep in my own room,” Rett replied. “What’s going on?”

Tom frowned. “So you didn’t intend to come here?”

Rett shook his head. “No. I was sleeping—and then I woke up here. Which makes me wonder, did Green Knoll call me?”

Tom dropped to sit next to Rett on the floor, less a crown prince than a confused young monk. “Brother Kendrick would have told me if he meant to summon you—if he even could.”

“No, I don’t think he did. Either my soul is getting unstuck, or maybe Green Knoll’s magic wanted me for something.”

Tom met his eyes. “Interesting theory. Do you think the monastery itself is aware?”

Rett grimaced, unsure how to put his thoughts into words. “Runcian worked complicated magic to create Green Knoll. It may have cost him his life—it might have cost his soul. I’m not sure how much of a vestige of his consciousness might have gotten tangled up with it all. Like a weak ghost, unable to break the connection.”

“If so, we’ve never had any reason to suspect that,” Tom pointed out.

“And I could be wrong. Maybe it’s simpler than that,” Rett theorized. “Maybe because the preservation spell that created Green Knoll was meant to go on for a long time, it draws to it what it needs to continue. And maybe I’m included in that.”

Tom looked mystified. “I’d say we should ask Brother Kendrick, but I doubt he has an answer.”

Now that Rett had a moment to gather his wits, he wondered what had brought him here so soon. “Did something happen? Has anything gone wrong? From my perspective, I haven’t been gone long.”

“You haven’t,” Tom said. “But it seems like more things are going wrong.”

As if on cue, the ground beneath them shuddered, knocking a book off the nightstand. Rett noticed cracks in the wall, many of which had grown longer and wider than on his previous visit to the monk’s room.

“The sigils and protection spells we found last time with the land magic information—did they help?” Rett asked. “I gave everything we found to Malachi. He’s also checking his own books for more details. I have the feeling that no one else tried to do some of these protective measures—or at least, do them in the same way.”

“More trees have caught blights, and more animals are sick,” Tom told him. “We’re using the protections and all the lore we’ve found in the books, but it hasn’t stopped the problem. Maybe slowed it. Hard to say. We’ve put at least one monk in the library at all times going through all the land magic manuscripts we can find. We use everything we find. It just isn’t enough.”

Rett heard the despair in Tom’s voice and felt helpless. “Let’s go to the library. If something brought me here, maybe it had a purpose.”

Tom helped Rett get settled at a table and brought him a new stack of books. “We’ve been studying these since you visited the last time.” Tom pulled a ledger from another table. “Here’s what we’ve found—I know you can’t take it back with you, but I can help you memorize if there’s something important.” Tom hesitated. “I should let Brother Kendrick know you’re here.”

“Stay,” Rett said. “I don’t know how long I have until I get pulled back. I might not be here by the time you bring Kendrick.”

“I hate the idea that the library might be lost when Green Knoll ends,” Tom blurted. “There are so many wonderful old books—it’s like losing family.”

Rett knew how he felt. Books were scarce, but Henri always managed to find interesting volumes on history or sometimes adventure tales. When they grew bored with cards or dice on long winter evenings, the three of them occasionally read aloud to pass the time. Gaining access to Malachi’s books was one of the few good things in the past year, in Rett’s opinion.

“We intend to save all of you—and as much of the library as you can carry,” Rett told him. “Start planning what to bring and what to leave behind. There won’t be a chance to go back for anything, and the opportunity to leave is likely to come up quickly and not last long.”

“We’ve been discussing that,” Tom replied. “We’ll bring all the books we can. There are so many rare texts here, books that might not exist in your world. Books are almost sacred to us.”

“We’re making progress,” Rett said. “Once we have the king’s soul, we can free you. Can you hold out a little longer?”

“We have to, don’t we? We’re trying, but we’re afraid,” Tom said. “I don’t care about being king. I just want to survive and save my friends.”

Rett found several more promising protective sigils and recipes for “purification” baths that he thought might help destroy the black ooze. He did his best to commit them to memory.

A quake rocked the library, sending dozens of books tumbling to the floor and moving the heavy wooden table where Rett and Tom sat. They heard a loud bang, then a crash and screaming.

“Whatever that was, it didn’t sound good,” Tom said. “I need to go see what happened.”

“I’ll come with you,” Rett said. “And if I disappear in the middle of doing something, give everyone my apologies.”

They ran from the library down corridors that had now become familiar to Rett. He expected them to turn toward the dining hall, but instead Tom took another hallway.

“I think the crash came from this direction,” Tom said. “Follow me.”

They wound through back hallways, and Rett realized that the monastery was larger than he’d thought. Voices grew louder, and the smell of plaster dust hung in the air.

“Gods,” Tom breathed as they skidded to a stop.

One corner of a wing had collapsed in a heap of rubble. Broken beams jutted from shattered floors and ruined walls. Bloodied monks clung to each other while their brethren bound up injuries and looked around the ruined room in shock.

“What happened?” Tom asked when he spotted Brother Kendrick. Rett went to help several monks who were lifting fallen rock off men trapped when the ceiling collapsed.

“You felt the quake,” Kendrick replied. “We’ve had so many lately that I think parts of the building have weakened. It was never built for this.”

No one questioned Rett’s sudden appearance. After the battle that pushed back Makary’s attack on the monastery, the monks recognized Rett even if they didn’t understand how he came and went.

The rough stone cut Rett’s hands, and the dust choked him. He worked beside a monk whose face bore bloody streaks where he had been cut on the temple, and the man on his left was covered with blood spatter, some of which might not be his own.

“On three,” Rett said as they worked together to lift a large slab off the monk pinned beneath it.

Grunting with effort, two of them moved the piece of fallen ceiling while the third man pulled the victim from beneath the weight. The stone fell back with a crash, splitting in two, and another monk ran to provide assistance to the downed man.

“Rett!” Tom called, and as Rett turned toward his friend, he could feel their connection fading.

“Stay safe, and be ready. We’ll get you to Harrowmont,” he promised as everything blurred.
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Rett startled. He managed to stay quiet and not wake Ridge, who slept soundly on his cot on the other side of the room. Sweat beaded on Rett’s forehead, although Rune Keep was cool.

I’m not thrilled with going traveling quite so easily. If it ever hits in the middle of a fight, we’re screwed. I wonder if this shifting is permanent or if my extra talent will fade once Green Knoll goes away?

Rett watched Ridge sleeping peacefully, undisturbed. What Rett had seen at the monastery bothered him deeply. He feared the magic sustaining the cloister would unravel before he and the others had a way to rescue Tom and his companions. Rett had become fond of the monks, particularly Tom, aside from his importance as heir. He didn’t want any harm to come to them, and he felt frustrated and useless for his inability thus far to protect them.

We hold Landria’s fate in our hands. A king’s soul and the heir’s life. And right now, we’re still making it up as we go. Gods help us; we don’t dare muck this up.


Chapter Eight

“Too damn many dead Letwicks—something I never thought I’d say,” Ridge muttered. He and Kane left the third cemetery of the morning. Since the graveyards were spread among the now largely abandoned estates, making a thorough search would likely take more than one day.

“It sounded like a good plan when we came up with it,” Kane commiserated. “Starting with the relatives Makary had recent contact with from just before Kristoph’s death until now. Maybe he figured that would be too obvious for hiding something so important.”

“We don’t know for certain that Makary has the soul crystal,” Ridge pointed out.

Kane gave him a look. “Who else? Makary might not have been the one to ‘harvest’ Kristoph’s soul at Sommerelle. I can’t imagine that you wouldn’t have known if Makary’d been there, even in disguise. But whoever trapped the soul had to have been working for Makary. There haven’t been rival factions. One is bad enough.”

They stopped beside a country road for the horses to rest, graze, and drink from a nearby stream. Henri had packed food for Kane and Ridge—sausage, eggs, cheese, bread, and dried fruit, along with ample skins of watered wine.

“All of this won’t matter if Rett and Malachi can’t figure out how to bring the Green Knoll monks back,” Kane said as he ate. “That monastery is some damnably fine magic.”

“If anyone can do it, they will,” Ridge replied. He suspected that Rett would either scry or spirit-walk to the cloister that teetered on the brink of destruction. While the thought of that made Ridge’s gut twist with worry, he also knew they had no choice if they wanted to save both the monks and the rightful heir. Only Rett seemed to have the knack to make repeat visits, which meant he held the fate of Landria in his hands.

No pressure. Nope. No pressure at all. Right.

Ridge sat so he could watch the road in one direction while Kane kept an eye on the other. He wanted to move on quickly to the next destination since the list of possibilities was so long, but the horses needed rest.

“Where next?” Ridge asked as Kane opened the map he had copied showing the Letwick lands. They had ruled out any homes in or too near the palace city, having no desire to tempt fate and end up captured by the guards.

Makary probably wouldn’t want the crystal that close to prying eyes. The guards are still looking for him, and he can’t move around openly any more than we can. A nice, deserted country property lets him come and go without risking being seen or having someone easily follow him.

“These three estates are the next closest ride.” Kane pointed out three “Xs” on the map. “As far as I’ve been able to find out, they’re also deserted. Makary has caused enough problems to make his family even more out-of-favor than before. Gil says most of the Letwick direct relatives must have realized they were in danger and went into hiding.”

“Thank the gods for Sofen’s message,” Ridge replied. “I’m glad we can rule out cemeteries that don’t have a mausoleum like the one Rett drew. If we had to check every corpse for the crystal we’d be shit out of luck.”

They headed to the next estate, sticking to back roads. Thanks to the cold rain, few other travelers were on the road. That meant that Ridge and Kane could easily avoid notice and steer clear of strangers.

“There’s something obscene about leaving grand manors to rot,” Ridge mused.

“If Tom—Toland—is crowned king, he can seize the Letwick lands and do what he pleases with them. Make them into monastery farms if he likes,” Kane replied.

“I barely remember my home. I was ten when the others died, and the monks took me. I don’t think Rett ever had a real family or a safe home. Not before the orphanage. He got lucky. Most don’t.”

Kane didn’t reply for a few minutes, and Ridge figured the spy wasn’t in a sharing mood.

“My father worked the docks in Caralocia. We had a couple of rooms behind a store, but it was warm and dry, and there was always food. I learned early that people would pay me coin for passing along what I heard. Then a big fire at the wharf happened, and everything was gone, along with my parents. I was a year shy of enlisting, so I lied about my age and volunteered as a spy, and they took me,” Kane said with a shrug.

“I get the feeling Malachi came from money.” Ridge didn’t ask too many questions, particularly since the necromancer had given them shelter and become a powerful ally. Still, he couldn’t help wondering, and they had a long ride.

“Middling nobility—the sort with more land than money and a title but not connections,” Kane replied. “His father sent him to court to seek his fortune, and Malachi’s talent meant he rose to aid the king himself. Then it all went wrong.”

“That’s where you met him?” Ridge knew that Kane had heard his story about how he and Rett bonded in the orphanage.

“Only in passing. When Kristoph blamed Malachi—wrongly—for not being able to save his wife and baby, he ordered him to be imprisoned. For a while, Malachi ran. His magic made him hard to catch. That’s how I got involved. They sent me to track him.”

“That didn’t work out the way they planned,” Ridge said, stunned at the admission.

Kane chuckled. “No, not for any of us. He gave me quite a chase, and I admired him for it. I stayed on his tail, and despite the dire stakes, he made a game of it. We had some near misses, and by the time I realized I didn’t really want to catch him, he had grown tired of running. Kristoph didn’t want a magical battle, so he offered life in exile under house arrest rather than execution, and Malachi agreed. I helped him get around the spells, and long story short—that’s how we ended up the way things are now.”

“I’m hoping that if Toland does take the throne, he can pardon Malachi. He could keep the tower, but it would be nice to go out without being afraid of getting arrested,” Ridge replied.

“No doubt. But even so, I don’t think he’d travel a lot. He’s used to staying in, and to be honest, he’s happiest where he has his books and a bit of good whiskey,” Kane said. “Once all this is over, I plan to give up the spy trade. It’s a game for younger men. I might start a brewery near Rune Keep. Maybe Malachi and I could get a dog.”

Neither of the next two estates had a mausoleum that matched Rett’s drawing. When the rain began in earnest, Ridge and Kane took shelter in a barn for the worst of the downpour.

“It doesn’t take long to look for the mausoleums once we get to the cemeteries, but the mansions are so far apart,” Ridge said, saddle sore and discouraged. “We’re losing time. And we still don’t know nearly enough about Bonner and his land magic. I hate to say it, but at least Noxx was a known quantity.”

Kane frowned. “Noxx was a Letwick too, wasn’t he? His daughter Calia was Toland’s mother.”

Ridge nodded. “Noxx was angry because Kristoph spurned Calia, and then King Renvar sent someone to take the baby. So she … ”

“Committed suicide,” both men said in unison.

“Makary certainly knows that story,” Kane said.

“And where better to hide Kristoph’s soul than in the crypt of the woman who died for love of him,” Ridge finished. “Gods, we should have seen that from the beginning.”

Kane shook his head. “We’re not used to thinking of either Noxx or Makary as a true Letwick.” He dug out the map. “Going to Noxx’s manor shouldn’t take much longer than going to the last two places on our list. We’ll get back to the keep a bit later. If we find the crystal, they’ll forgive us,” he added with a grin.

As soon as the deluge slowed, Ridge and Kane headed out. Their oiled leather coats and high boots kept them from being soaked, although after spending all day outdoors they were damp clear through. The temperature dropped as the afternoon wore on, and Ridge knew he would be thoroughly chilled by the time they got back to the keep.

They rode for the better part of a candlemark, backtracking to reach Noxx’s manor. While he had been of a noble family, his estate was not nearly as grand as those of many of his relatives.

That probably fed his obsession about matching his daughter with Kristoph and gaining access to court. Maybe he hoped to become an advisor to the king. It certainly didn’t work out the way he planned.

The rain slowed to a fine mist, and long shadows stretched in the late afternoon sun.

“Let’s hope Noxx’s family burial ground is in about the same part of the estate as the graveyards at the other manors, or we could be tromping around out here until sunup,” Kane growled. “I’d prefer not to spend the night in what’s left of his mansion, since he nearly killed us both.”

“Us—and Rett,” Ridge added, unwilling to forgive the torture Noxx’s potions made possible when Rett had been a captive.

“It should be this way.” Kane headed toward the grounds east of the abandoned manor house. The family crypt sat beneath a huge old oak tree, eerily close to Rett’s sketch.

“Looks like we’re finally in the right place,” Kane said. “Now—what sort of nasty surprises did the Witch Lord dream up to guard his prize?”

Ridge hated to think about Makary desecrating Calia’s grave and body to store the soul crystal inside her corpse. Then again, who besides us would even think of the connection or know the story? Bloody brilliant—in a very twisted way.

They tethered their horses and edged toward the crypt on foot, armed with swords, salt, and iron. Ridge didn’t know if Makary, in his weakened state, had the power to bind any supernatural creatures as his watchdogs. His alliance with Bonner is fairly new. Could he have leeched enough energy already to recover his full magic?

Ridge couldn’t see ghosts unless they had the power to make themselves visible. He carried Edvard’s haunted coin so that Edvard could flit back and forth to Rune Keep to allow Malachi and Rett some peace of mind, but unlike Rett, it didn’t give him the ability to hear Edvard speak in his mind.

Still, for the first time all day, Ridge sensed an otherworldly presence, the feeling he’d come to associate with ghosts nearby. “Edvard?” he asked under his breath. He shivered at the pressure of a ghostly hand on his shoulder and took that as an answer. “Are there other ghosts near the crypt? Tap one for no, twice for yes, if you can.”

Two taps, like a rap of fingers on his shoulder, answered his question.

“Are they dangerous?”

Three taps.

“You’re not sure?”

Two taps.

“Can you let them know we mean no harm? We’re putting right what Makary did, so Calia can rest in peace.”

Three taps.

“Okay, fair enough. They might not listen, but it’s worth a shot.”

“Who are you talking to?” Kane picked up on the whispered conversation.

“Edvard. I can’t hear him, but he can tap on my shoulder,” Ridge replied.

“Are there any monsters inside we need to kill? Because I’d rather not be surprised,” Kane asked.

Three taps.

“He isn’t sure,” Ridge reported.

“Lovely.” Kane lifted an amulet from beneath his coat, something Malachi had made for them to help with their quest. “Reveal,” he commanded, and the amulet glowed a deep blue. Rays of faint light surged out in the direction Kane held the talisman, crossing the ground between them and the crypt and playing over the stone exterior to reveal magical traps.

“Just one, over the door,” Ridge pointed out a glowing sigil.

“Makes sense,” Kane replied. “If it were all warded up, someone might wonder what was so valuable. Maybe he saved his traps and spells for the inside.”

“Aren’t you cheery.”

“I’m cold, soaking wet, and chafed. That puts me one step shy of homicidal. The sooner we break into that crypt, the sooner I can get back to a warm dinner and a hot fireplace.”

“And let’s hope Letwick ghosts aren’t as ornery as their living relatives.”

Since they were heading to cemeteries, Ridge had brought plenty of salt and iron. But rain and wet ground made spreading salt nearly useless, and their fallback of a salt-soaked rope wasn’t going to do much good since they needed safe passage in and out, not just a circle of protection.

“Wait,” Ridge said, and Kane froze. Ridge took the bag of salt from his pack and shook it liberally over Kane from head to toe, then repeated the action on himself.

“Are you crazy?” Kane snapped.

“Best not to ask questions you don’t want answered,” Ridge quipped. “This might not work, but if we can’t salt the ground, maybe salting ourselves will at least keep the ghosts from touching us.”

“It itches,” the spy grumbled. “And I got some in my eye.”

“Beats being thrown across the cemetery. Let’s see if it works.” Ridge kept his sword ready in one hand and the bag of salt in the other. He didn’t know whether Edvard could play emissary, but the sudden drop in temperature made it clear they had attracted the attention of the graveyard’s spirits.

“We’re not here to cause trouble,” Ridge said, echoing the message he’d given Edvard, hoping the ghosts might be more likely to believe if they heard it from both of them. “A bad man disturbed Calia’s resting place with something that shouldn’t be there. We’ve come to take it back and let her sleep in peace.”

“How do you know if they’re listening?” Kane whispered, keeping pace with Ridge’s slow advance.

“When they don’t attack.” Ridge held his breath and hoped the ghosts disliked Makary as much as the living did.

An eerie fog rose, and Ridge saw spectral faces and forms in the mist. Some drifted as if oblivious to their presence. Others glared at them, making it clear their intrusion was unwelcome.

“Do you see them?” Kane sounded unnerved despite his long association with a necromancer.

Having ghosts around with a powerful spirit mage present was very different from being alone and without any relevant magic in the graveyard of a sworn enemy.

Ridge nodded. “Only because they can manifest themselves. Otherwise, I’m just like you.”

“We know Calia’s true story—and that her father caused her death,” Ridge went on, listening to the distant whispers that might have been a convocation of ghosts—or the wind.

“We can remove the item that disrupts her rest.” Ridge hoped his guess was right that the sheer power of the soul crystal would upset the energy around Calia’s body, causing discomfort for her spirit. “Please let us pass.”

The ghosts let them approach the mausoleum, and Ridge breathed a sigh of relief once they reached the stone steps leading to the big iron door.

“What about the sigil?” Ridge looked up at the keystone in the door arch, which had lit up when Kane used his amulet.

Kane withdrew a wrapped bundle from his bag, revealing a mirror in an ornate frame. He set it up so that the sigil reflected in it, then spoke a few words Ridge didn’t understand. The mirror lit up in the same blue hue as the glowing sigil. While he and Kane both wore the magic-deflecting amulets, he didn’t know if the charm would work on ghosts.

“Malachi had a feeling we’d need this. I’ve used it before. Since the mirror itself is bespelled, the user doesn’t need magic of his own. As long as we don’t break the line of sight between the mirror and the sigil, it keeps the sigil occupied, thinking all is well,” Kane explained.

Ridge turned back to look at the cemetery. “Edvard, can your new friends come inside?”

One tap on his shoulder gave the answer.

“Can you keep watch out here in case someone—or something—shows up and warn us?”

Two taps.

“We’re on our own inside—which is probably where the real defenses are,” Ridge told Kane as the other man grinned in triumph when the doors pushed open.

Sheltered by the overhang of the doorway, both men lit torches. They exchanged a look and a curt nod and then stepped into the mausoleum shoulder to shoulder.

Diffused light filtered through a row of colored glass windows that ringed the top of the granite walls. A dusty shrine to the gods sat at one end of the room, and two effigy tombs sat on either side of the mausoleum. The rest of the engraved markers were set into the floor.

“Let’s hope your salt idea works,” Kane muttered.

Ridge expected the mausoleum to be cold, and the icy temperature confirmed his suspicion that the crypt was haunted. Gray shapes flitted before becoming nearly solid-looking men and women dressed in finery from ages past.

“We’re not here to harm you.” Ridge hoped to calm the ghosts as he had with the spirits outside.

The revenants flowed forward, arms outstretched and hands clawed. Two of them grabbed for Ridge but withdrew with a shriek when they touched his salt-soaked coat.

Ridge and Kane swung their iron knives and threw handfuls of salt, dispelling the ghosts—for a few moments. They put their torches in wall brackets and took in the room around them. Ridge cast more salt on the dry stone floor and drew a ring around himself for protection. He tossed the bag to Kane.

“Find Calia. She’s probably in one of the effigy tombs. Draw your salt circle. I’ll cover you,” he told Kane.

Kane made a quick examination of the larger tombs. “This one.” He hurried to ring it with salt.

The ghosts formed once more, watching balefully as Kane used an iron bar from his bag to pry open a side panel of the effigy tomb.

“Calia’s father was to blame for her death,” Ridge called to the ghosts, wondering if they possessed enough memories of themselves to understand. “He betrayed her to King Renvar. Kristoph never knew about the baby. Renvar lied to him.”

The ghosts began to move, slowly at first, then more quickly. Their movement stirred the air enough to disturb the salt, and Ridge knew the ghosts realized they could break the circle.

“Hurry,” he urged Kane. “We’re running out of time.” Out of the corner of his eye, Ridge caught a glimpse of something flying through the air and ducked as a vase sailed over his head.

“Watch out!” he yelled to Kane as a ghost hurled another vase.

Kane turned, crowbar raised, and shattered the object before it could do damage.

“I guess they figured out that if they can’t touch or reach us because of the salt, they can throw things,” Kane muttered. “I hate smart ghosts.”

Kane levered the heavy panel loose. “I’m going to need help with this,” he said with a glance over his shoulder at Ridge.

“Shit.” Ridge took a look at the ghosts and then sprinted to join Kane, keeping his head down as the ghosts hurled loose objects.

“Read the banishment,” Kane said as he and Ridge ducked behind the effigy tomb to dodge flying memorial items.

Ridge dug the paper out of his inside jacket pocket. He suspected from the way the parchment tingled in his hand that it carried a bit of Malachi’s magic.

“Hear me, restless and angry spirits. You no longer belong to this world. Do not trouble the living. Release the bonds that tie you here, and move on. Seek the light that calls to you and go to your final rest. You have served long and well. Now go, and find your peace.”

Ridge needed the banishment to work, so he did his best to quash his reservations. He was neither a witch nor a priest—and certainly not a necromancer like Malachi. He didn’t know if sincere desperation could make up for lacking those aspects, but if not, he and Kane were going to be in a lot of trouble.

“I think it’s working,” Kane whispered.

Ridge watched as the angry ghosts grew faint, first becoming translucent and then dissipating like smoke on the wind. The crypt remained icy, but Ridge sensed a shift in the energy, lifting the oppressive haze of anger that radiated from the ghosts. I hope Edvard and the ghosts outside weren’t hurt or sent away. I’d miss him if he suddenly vanished.

“Help me with this. It’s damn heavy.” Kane’s voice jarred Ridge from his thoughts.

Calia’s final resting place looked more likely for the mother of the king than a teenaged girl rejected by her suitor and betrayed by her father. A lifelike carved marble effigy of her lying in repose sat atop the marble-walled box that held her remains.

Removing the carved figure would have taken magic or several men and a winch, so Kane had broken the side panel to create an opening to her coffin.

Ridge hurried to lend a hand, and together they wrestled the heavy marble out of the way, then enlarged the opening enough to see the interior. Ridge grabbed a torch from the sconce, and Kane lit a lamp from his bag, wary of setting the dried wood of a coffin and the desiccated remains of Calia’s body up in flames.

“I’ll hold the torch and watch your back,” Ridge said. “Just be quick.”

“Easy for you to say. You aren’t going to muck around in an old corpse’s rib cage,” Kane grumbled. He pulled a pair of silver tongs and a specially spelled pouch out of his bag. Malachi had suspected that touching the soul crystal would be risky, and Ridge hoped the tongs would be suitable protection for handling the volatile relic.

Kane grimaced as he used the crowbar to break into the wooden coffin, clearly as uncomfortable with the night’s work as Ridge.

Calia lost so much. Now it feels like we’re desecrating her tomb, Ridge thought.

“Calia … if you’re here … Toland lived,” Ridge spoke quietly in the empty crypt as Kane continued digging.

“The priest who took him from you couldn’t bear to kill the child, and the king’s mage helped them spirit Toland away to a safe place where he’s been hidden all these years,” Ridge went on, hoping that if Calia’s ghost lingered, she might find peace in his words.

“Toland is a fine young man, raised as a monk, but with a prince’s education. The relic your father hid inside your coffin is the key to being able to bring Toland home safely so he can be crowned king of Landria,” Ridge continued.

“Your son will be the rightful king. We have avenged you. Your father was held accountable for his crimes. He’s dead. Toland knows the true story of his birth—and his parentage. He’s a son to be proud of,” Ridge told her.

He caught his breath as the ghostly figure of a young woman formed beside the effigy tomb. Calia looked even younger than he had imagined, and Ridge’s anger rose all over again at Noxx’s betrayal of family for power and position.

“I’m not having much luck,” Kane grunted from where he knelt, twisted at an odd angle to be able to reach into the coffin. They dared not further weaken the side of the tomb by enlarging the opening, for fear of bringing the heavy lid down on the remains—and Kane’s head.

“Calia?” Ridge murmured. The ghost nodded. “Do you know the piece we’re looking for? A crystal with magical energy? Your father sent someone to hide it here just a few months ago. Can you help us find it?”

Calia’s ghost nodded, then walked right into the marble tomb. Kane drew back as the contents of the vault trembled.

“What’s happening?” he whispered, although they were alone.

“Calia’s ghost appeared—I asked her for help,” Ridge replied. “Then she went inside.”

The shaking stopped, and a hard, round object rolled to the edge of the coffin. It looked like a quartz orb, but it pulsed with an inner red glow.

“That’s got to be it,” Kane murmured wide-eyed. He knelt beside the tomb and carefully used the silver tongs to lift the soul crystal into the spelled sack.

“Thank you, Calia. Rest now—and know that we’ll watch out for Toland. He’ll be a fine king.” Ridge hoped that after all she had been through, it would be possible for her to finally be at peace.

Kane wrapped the orb in a protective bundle and stashed it safely in his bag before helping Ridge replace the outer panel of the tomb.

Kane snuffed out the lantern and took down his torch from the sconce. They pulled the mausoleum doors shut behind them and set the lock. Then Kane released the spell on the mirror and put it back in his bag.

“What is … oh!” Ridge saw the ghosts of the cemetery waiting for them. One by one, they knelt before the soul of their king. He scanned the faces of the revenants but did not see Edvard, who usually lacked the strength to make himself visible.

“They know?” Ridge asked quietly, addressing Edvard.

Two taps on his shoulder provided confirmation.

“Please thank them for their help,” Ridge said.

Kane watched the ghosts with a stunned expression.

Two taps, promising to do so.

“And thank you, Edvard. We couldn’t save the kingdom without you,” Ridge murmured.
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The rain had stopped, leaving everything sodden. Searching so many cemeteries and backtracking to get to Noxx’s mansion cost them precious time.

“It’s nearly dark, and we’re still several candlemarks from home,” Ridge said. “I don’t like the idea of riding at night with our cargo. There was a decent inn in the next little town as I recall—Lock’s Crossing. We could get a hot meal, dry out, feed the horses, and leave first thing in the morning.”

“Malachi and Rett will be worried.”

Ridge fingered the haunted coin in his pocket. “Edvard can tell them where we are. I’d hate to be held up by common cutpurses after all we’ve been through to get the crystal.”

Kane looked ready to argue, but Ridge fixed him with a glare. “I’d like to be back in the tower too. But if we lame a horse, it’ll take even longer to get home. Catching our deaths of cold won’t exactly put us in fighting shape, either.”

With a grumble, Kane relented. “All right. But we pay extra to get a room we don’t have to share with six other people, and one of us stays on watch while the other sleeps.”

Ridge raised both hands in a gesture of surrender. “No argument from me on that. I’d just like to dry off before I turn into a fish.”

Smoke rose from the chimney of The Polled Goat, and the smell of roasted meat made Ridge’s stomach rumble. The inn sat at the main intersection of a small village, surrounded by a dozen houses, a blacksmith’s shed, and a few shops. In the distance, by the river, Ridge could make out a gristmill.

“Looks like a decent enough place,” Kane said as they rode up to the inn. “Better than lots I’ve stayed in.”

They paid a groom to feed and curry their horses, and the young man led them off to the barn behind the tavern. Ridge and Kane approached the front door of the inn cautiously, lingering to glimpse inside through the windows before opening the door.

A common room with a fireplace and tables filled most of the downstairs, with a bar at the back and a door that led to the kitchen outbuilding Ridge had seen on their way back from the barn. While the town itself was small and quiet, the inn and its pub did a good business, judging by the number of men who had bellied up to the bar, or were enjoying a meal or drinking and playing cards at the tables.

A faint haze of tobacco and wood smoke hung in the air. Ridge and Kane found a table where they could sit with their backs to a corner and peeled off their wet cloaks, hanging them over the backs of their chairs.

Ridge wore the pouch with the soul crystal in a small bag strapped across his body. They set their bows and quivers in the corner but kept their knives close at hand.

The serving girl brought large bowls of braised mutton in a rich broth with chunks of parsnips, carrots, and turnips. Half a loaf of crusty bread and two tankards of mulled cider rounded out the meal.

Ridge dug into his food, but Kane eyed his bowl with suspicion and poked at the contents with his fork.

“Let’s just hope the meat’s cooked right this time,” Kane muttered. “Remember that tavern down by Tepper Mill?”

Ridge groaned. “Don’t remind me while I’m eating. Three miserable days of retching, all because they had a lousy cook. But at least we didn’t get worms.”

“You have an odd idea of what it means to look on the bright side.”

As he ate, Ridge eyed the crowd. Most appeared to be farmers or tradesmen, along with a few who were probably traveling merchants. From the easy banter and jokes he overheard, he guessed that nearly all were regulars—either living in town or passing this way frequently.

The innkeeper was a portly man in his middle years who alternated between trading comments with customers and giving orders to his staff. Behind the bar, the balding, bearded man who genially poured drinks and gossiped with the patrons had a close enough resemblance to the innkeeper that Ridge suspected they were brothers.

And I wouldn’t be surprised if his daughter is the server, his wife is the cook, and the stable boy is his son. Slim enough profit in this kind of place; it helps if he doesn’t have to pay the staff.

For as often as Ridge and Rett had passed through towns like Lock’s Crossing, he still found the residents puzzling. He and Rett had known little stability outside the orphanage and army, and their only family was the little cluster that included each other, Henri, and now Kane and Malachi. The web of relations that most people claimed with siblings, cousins, and others baffled him, and he couldn’t quite imagine navigating the ties and obligations.

“You’re quiet, and since you’re done eating, makes me wonder what you’re thinking,” Kane offered, sipping his hot cider.

Ridge shrugged. “Just wondering how people do it—living in a place like this their whole lives, never going anywhere else. It boggles my mind.”

Kane snorted. “Is that all? If you hadn’t noticed by now, folks like us are the exception, not the rule. Most people have a comfortable routine, people they’ve known since birth, places they know by heart—and that’s all they want. We give that up for ourselves to protect them so they can keep what they have.”

“Maybe.” Ridge nursed his drink. “But don’t you get tired of it? When this is all over, assuming we live through it—which is a big ‘if’—Rett and Henri and I are going to retire. Buy a pub by the seaside. Maybe something just like this.” He gave a jokingly imperious wave. “You and Malachi are welcome to visit, of course.” He paused. “Don’t you want something for yourselves when we’re done?”

Kane’s expression grew pensive. “For a long time, I didn’t really let myself think that far ahead. Seemed like tempting fate. Figured we’d cross that bridge when we came to it. But if it were possible … it would be nice to be done with all this. I’m tired of being shot at. So maybe that brewery … and a dog.”

Ridge focused on the babble of voices around them, picking up snatches of conversation from the customers at nearby tables.

“ … weird things happening lately. Scares the shit out of me.”

“ … has to be some sort of curse. That sort of thing just isn’t natural.”

“ … maybe the gods are angry. Who’ll be next?”

Kane raised an eyebrow, indicating to Ridge that he had heard the same comments. Ridge felt certain that they drew the same conclusion—word of the black ooze had reached these parts, and people were frightened.

That probably means there’ve been other outbreaks that we haven’t happened upon. Is Bonner still “practicing” or have he and Makary decided to move to the next step—widespread terror?

Ridge appreciated the rare chance to linger over their cider and catch their breath, if not actually relax. They paid their tab and were just heading upstairs when the door slammed open, and everyone started screaming.

Ridge wheeled, a knife already in hand. Kane took a step to the side to cover his flank and give him clear shot at whatever had just come in.

A man in farmer’s clothing stood framed in the entrance. His eyes were wide with fright, body rigid. Strangling sounds came from his open mouth. Black threads snaked up his pale arms and lined his face.

From the waist down, black ooze encased his body.

“Dear gods,” a woman shrieked. “Amos—what happened?”

The terrible gurgling noise grew louder, and Amos’s eyes bulged. One of the men in the tavern moved forward.

“Don’t touch him!” Ridge hollered, his warning too late as the man gave Amos a backward shove, pushing him out of the doorway. Amos grabbed the man’s arm, and the dark threads raced onto the other man’s forearm.

“Get out!” A lanky man grabbed a chair and used it to shove both Amos and the other man out the door. He slammed it shut behind them and leaned against it, blocking it with his bulk.

Everyone rushed to the windows except Ridge and Kane. With a shared glance, they took to the stairs, rushing to their second-floor room and opening the window to look down on the village square lit by torches and the glow from the surrounding homes.

A dark figure with a large hat stood in the crossroads. Even at a distance, Ridge could see that the road around the man’s feet glistened and rippled, reflecting the flames in the sludge. Black ooze spread across the square, creeping up the nearby houses and advancing far too rapidly.

Downstairs, Ridge heard the roar of panicked voices and heated arguments. Ridge locked their door and pushed the washstand in front of it, knowing it wouldn’t hold any determined effort to break through.

“What are we doing?” Kane hissed from beside him. He had his bow in hand and looked ready to fight.

“We might have a shot at stopping Bonner before he kills the whole town.”

“Or he beats us and gets his hands on the crystal,” Kane warned.

“That’s not going to happen.” Ridge stared down at the land mage and felt fear twist in his gut. Had they brought Bonner here because they carried the crystal? Did they doom this town? Black ooze moved like a dead tide from the man who stood at the crossroads. It washed over the street and the heaps that might have been men or horses, to climb the outer walls of the inn.

“We can’t attack him on the ground. His magic gives him every advantage down there,” Ridge said. “But if we strike from up here, he’s either going to have to cause a quake that brings down the whole town or retreat before we burn him out.”

Kane dumped his bag on the bed, spilling out several of Henri’s canister bombs and wads of batting to make flaming arrows.

“I can keep him occupied with these,” Kane said with a tilt of his head toward the items.

Ridge nodded. “Burn the ooze from here, and I’ll go to the rooftops for a better shot.”

Before Kane could respond, Ridge stepped onto the sill and pulled himself up to the window above, then to the roof.

Ridge bit back a laugh at how familiar this felt, like in the days before exile when he and Rett often ran the rooftops of Caralocia, hunting their targets or fleeing for their lives. This he knew how to do—and he was good at it.

Kane’s first salvo dropped one of Henri’s bombs between the square and the inn. Ridge smiled at the strategy. They couldn’t burn the ooze off the inn without setting it ablaze, but severing the sludge from its tide might buy them time and weaken the slime crawling its way up the outer walls.

Ridge lit an arrow and let it fly, knocking the hat from the mage’s head. Bonner continued swaying and chanting, hands moving in arcane patterns, seemingly unmoved by the first salvo of their attack.

That’s all right. We’ll wake him up. And maybe save what’s left of the town.

Ridge started a constant stream of flaming arrows. His aim was true, but the arrows veered just slightly as they neared the mage, and Ridge felt sure he saw a faint violet tinge in the air. He’s using magic to deflect them. Dammit—there’s got to be a way to break through.

Kane’s bombs struck all around the mage, but nothing seemed able to actually hit the man. Shrieks rose from the sludge as flames roasted it, crisping the tendrils.

From his vantage point on the roof, Ridge realized that inside the tavern, the patrons had apparently decided to take their fate into their own hands, opening the windows just far enough to send cauldrons of boiling water and hot oil down the sides of the building, burning away the sludge.

Another blast from Kane’s explosives lit the night, catching in the ooze and setting it alight. Ridge kept up his bombardment and cheered when one of his arrows got inside Bonner’s guard, hitting him in the shoulder.

So our land mage isn’t untouchable. Good to know.

The mage raised his head, and his gaze felt like it bored into Ridge. He raised his hands and sent a bolt of purple light crackling toward Ridge.

Ridge’s hand went to the deflection medallion, and he steeled himself against the hit, hoping the amulet’s protection held true.

Violet light flared around him, glancing off the magical protection of his talisman. Ridge staggered with the force of the hit, even though his charm protected him. In the same instant, crimson light burst from his bag, lancing back toward the land mage with a sound like thunder.

It struck where Bonner had been standing like blood-red lightning, blindingly bright.

When Ridge’s vision cleared, the land mage was gone.

He blew out a deep breath and sagged in relief, resisting the impulse to pat himself down to confirm that he wasn’t dead.

“Ridge!” Kane shouted from the window.

“On my way.” Ridge retraced his steps and climbed back into their room.

“What did you do?” Kane demanded, looking Ridge over from head to toe for damage. “What was that red light?”

Ridge patted the bag at his hip. “Kristoph’s soul. It had to be. Malachi’s medallion deflected the brunt of Brunner’s strike, but the counterstrike happened on its own.”

“How?” Kane looked perplexed.

“I’m not completely sure, but my guess is that something of the regent magic remains with the king’s soul,” Ridge speculated. “Malachi might know for sure. But they say there is power that comes to the new king at coronation to add wisdom and protection. Maybe some of it lingers even after death.”

“Malachi can figure that out later. Now we need to burn the remaining sludge so people aren’t trapped in the pub,” Kane said.

“So much for getting a good night’s sleep,” Ridge muttered.

They shoved the washstand away from the door and headed downstairs. The inn’s patrons milled about in the common room, scared out of their wits.

“The witch who sent the curse is gone,” Kane announced. “We drove him away. Without him, the black ooze is easier to kill and won’t come back. We need to burn it off. Who’s going to go with us?”

“How do you know this?” one patron asked.

“Witch?” The bartender shook his head in disbelief.

“Who are you?” The lanky man pointed at Ridge.

“A traveler,” Ridge answered, “who has witnessed this before. Who’s going to help?”

For a few tense moments, Ridge thought none of the townsfolks would rise to the challenge. Finally, the bartender stepped forward.

“You saved our asses. And you gave us the idea to dump hot water down the walls to save the inn. I’m with you.” He leveled a glare at the patrons. “The rest of you need to do your part.”

That got them a grudging dozen coerced volunteers. Ridge found a supply of candles and handed them out.

“Fire kills the sludge, but don’t touch it and mind the tendrils. They’re nasty if they dig into you.” Ridge warned. “If we all work together, we might be able to get some sleep before dawn.”

They split the volunteers into two groups, led by Ridge and Kane. The innkeeper put the others to work with the cook, heating water or oil and sluicing it down the outside walls to get rid of the infestation.

By the time the first stretches of daylight stained the horizon, they had burned away the last of the ooze. Ridge ached with exhaustion, feeling the effort in every joint. The grass in the village square was now cinder black, and fire had burned away the sludge covering the bodies of the people and animals unfortunate enough to be caught outside during the land mage’s attack.

“How did you know what to do?” the bartender asked Ridge as he took a moment to lean on his shovel, breathing hard from the exertion.

“Like I said, we’ve run into this before,” Ridge replied. “Just glad we could help.”

When the worst of the cleanup was finished, they retreated to the pub, where the cook had a breakfast of eggs, ham, and cheese laid out for them. Ridge and Kane dodged as many questions as they fielded, uncomfortable with the attention but knowing that the villagers needed answers to make sense of the attack that had cost lives and damaged their homes.

“That’s enough for now,” the innkeeper announced after Kane and Ridge handled the rapid-fire questions. “These two saved our town, and I’m not going to let you badger them. They need to eat and rest, so all of you, go home!”

The exhausted villagers filed out, and the innkeeper turned to Kane and Ridge. “Eat, then sleep. It’s on the house. We’re in your debt.”

“Just glad we were in the right place at the right time,” Ridge replied, though he still wondered if he had brought this on the town. Now that the emergency was over, he could feel the effort in every joint and muscle.

“You’ll be safe here,” the innkeeper promised. “Go get some rest before you move on, and we’ll make sure your horses are tended to.”

Ridge and Kane thanked him and then trudged upstairs. Ridge took just long enough to wash away the worst of the soot from his face and hands before dropping onto the lumpy mattress and falling into an exhausted sleep.


Chapter Nine

Rett spent the day helping Henri create nasty surprises for attackers and lent a hand when Malachi needed assistance with spell work.

Keeping busy eased his worry, but Rett couldn’t completely banish fears that Ridge and Kane might have been attacked on the road or intercepted by guards. What if they can’t find the soul crystal? Or if it isn’t real? How will we save Tom and the monks or hold the coronation? We can’t come this far to fail.

If Malachi and Henri shared his worry, none spoke of it. Their busyness held a frantic edge as the day wore on, despite Henri’s antics to lighten the mood, including bursting into song.

“Careful with what you’re doing,” Malachi warned as Henri moved about in the kitchen. “Much as I want to save the kingdom, I’d rather you not blow up my tower to do it.”

“You wound me,” Henri joked. “I’m a much more reliable bomber than that.”

“Believe him.” Rett forced himself to share in the good humor. “He’s amazing at blowing things up. Ask Burke. Henri helped make us famous.”

“You’re Shadows. You’re supposed to be invisible and anonymous.” Malachi didn’t look up from the dried seeds, leaves, and flowers that he ground with a mortar and pestle.

“See, that’s the point you’re missing,” Henri rejoined. “Ridge and Rett are Shadows. I am just their humble valet.”

Rett snorted at Henri’s false modesty, and Malachi spared him an eye roll. “Sure you are,” Malachi said.

Rett knew that Malachi worried about Kane. But if his thoughts spiraled like Rett’s, the necromancer didn’t let it show.

After years of living together in close quarters, Rett knew Henri’s tells. Henri excelled at his job and knew it. On good days, he flowed quickly from one task to another seamlessly and with assurance. When he was worried, Henri moved precisely, triple-checking himself, hyper-focused. That was how Rett knew he wasn’t alone in fretting that Ridge and Kane were overdue.

“How do we find Bonner?” Rett asked as he finished another of Henri’s homemade fireworks. “And if we don’t know where he is, how do we fight him?”

“I have a feeling that Bonner will come looking for us,” Malachi replied. “Makary knows we’ve stopped his plans at every turn. Now there’s more on the line than before with Green Knoll and Tom … Toland. I don’t think he’s going to risk having us get in his way again. He knows who we are—so he knows where we are.”

“Then why didn’t Makary come after us before?” Rett asked.

“Overconfidence, I expect,” Malachi replied. “Makary bet a lot on Noxx being able to beat us. He thought Noxx would break you, and that would weaken Ridge. I don’t think he ever expected us to work together. If Makary gave any thought to me at all—and he probably didn’t—he had no idea what I could do. I’ve been ‘locked away’ here for a long time. Long enough to be forgotten and underestimated. That works to our advantage.”

“And now, he’s realizing that he might have miscalculated,” Rett said.

“That’s my suspicion,” Malachi replied.

“But Rune Keep was built as a prison, not a fortress,” Rett protested. “The goal was to keep you in—not to keep attackers out.”

“That’s the beautiful thing about gravity.” Henri looked up. “We have windows, and things can fall out of them—or be poured out,” he added with a grin. “Malachi has those ghost birds he and Gil send back and forth. They’d make mighty fine bombers.”

“Makary is unlikely to show up with an army,” Malachi said. “For one thing, he doesn’t have that kind of mass support. He’s as much of an outlaw as we are, so marching troops across the kingdom would be sure to get attention he doesn’t want. I suspect he’ll send Bonner and a few henchmen—and keep himself well back from danger like he always does.”

“When Edvard returns, perhaps he can touch base with his ghost spies,” Henri suggested. “They can give us a heads up if anyone’s headed this way.”

They ate a cold lunch of cheese, sausages, bread, and jam so they could get back to their work. Afterward, Henri prepared rabbit stew with hares he had caught in traps near the tower base. Soon the aroma of onions, roasting meat, and baking bread filled the apartment.

If we all live through this, crazy as it sounds, I’m going to miss Rune Keep. Maybe when Ridge, Henri, and I retire to run that pub by the seaside, Malachi and Kane will visit.

Unlikely as the daydream was, it made Rett smile and lightened his worry for a few minutes. Henri whistled in the kitchen while Malachi muttered under his breath as he crafted magical protections to hold off an attack. Rett sharpened their knives and cleaned the matchlock, double-checking their supply of ammunition.

We can’t hold off a regiment, but we can put holes in several dozen sons of bitches who get too close.

As the sun set, Rett realized that he’d been tense all day, awaiting more news—and painful visions—from either Sofen or Green Knoll. Instead of feeling relieved when none occurred, Rett worried all the more.

We still don’t have a solid plan to get the monks to Harrowmont. What if Green Knoll falls apart before we know how to rescue them? Why aren’t Ridge and Kane back yet? And if they can’t find the soul crystal, how will we save Toland?

As if thinking about it made it so, Rett felt the sudden tug that he’d come to associate with Green Knoll. But this time there was nothing gentle about the summons, and Rett felt as if he had been hurled across the distance between Rune Keep and the monastery by an invisible force.

He expected to open his eyes and see the now-familiar monastery and a worried Brother Tom peering down at him.

Instead, Rett was in a room he’d never seen before. It appeared to be a storage chamber, and the plaster walls suggested that he was somewhere in Green Knoll.

Why here? he wondered.

Someone stirred nearby, and Rett had a gut feeling that he needed to stay quiet. He moved silently, slipping between wooden shelves filled floor-to-ceiling with boxes, and peered around the corner.

Rett didn’t recognize the thin, bald man who squatted in the corner, painting a sigil in blood on the white plaster. He knew the stranger didn’t belong here and that his presence couldn’t be good.

Makary managed once before to send an assassin after Tom. Does he know how close we are to finding a way to bring the monks back? Maybe he’s desperate enough to try anything to keep that from happening.

Rett looked around for a weapon and grabbed a small, sturdy metal box with a handle. He lifted it off the shelf soundlessly, hoping that nothing had given away his presence.

The man in the corner remained intent on completing a second rune. Rett could already feel power climbing, a dark energy that twisted his stomach and made the hair on the back of his neck rise.

Rett rushed forward, swinging the metal box like a cudgel. It slammed into the back of the man’s head with a crunch, and the intruder sank to the floor in a spreading pool of blood.

“Shit. What do the sigils mean?” Rett wondered aloud. He glanced at the stranger, but the man wouldn’t be waking up soon—and possibly, never again. Then Rett realized there were other, older marks on the wall, all made in dried blood.

“Fuck, this isn’t his first trip. He’s been here before,” Rett muttered.

The man convulsed and made a wet, strangling noise, then lay still. Rett checked for a pulse and found none. He stood, looking around for the door, wondering where the stranger had entered the monastery.

Rett found the doorway and stepped into the corridor. He called to a passing monk, who frowned in confusion for a moment before recognizing him from past visits.

“We’ve got a problem,” Rett told him. “Please get Brother Tom and Brother Kendrick right away. Tell them Rett sent you.”

The monk hurried on his way. Rett waited at the door until he saw Tom and Kendrick heading for him. Both looked worried.

“Rett? What happened—and why are you in the storage room?” Tom asked.

“Something pulled me here, and I found a strange man marking sigils on the wall. I don’t think it was his first time,” Rett told them.

“Where is he now?” Kendrick asked.

“Dead. I had to stop him,” Rett confessed. “We need to figure out what the marks were that he made. I’m afraid that they have something to do with making Green Knoll fall apart more quickly.”

He led the way and winced when Tom and Kendrick recoiled at the sight of the bloodied intruder.

“I’ve never seen him before,” Kendrick said, and Tom shook his head in agreement. “He’s not one of ours.”

“Do you remember the assassin?” Rett asked. “The one Makary sent a while ago to kill Tom? I think that—somehow—Makary managed to get someone back in here, but instead of looking for Tom in particular, he came to speed up the decline of the whole monastery.”

Kendrick studied the marks on the wall. “I don’t recognize them, but then again, we haven’t been looking at curse magic. I’ll get a notebook and sketch them, and we can go to the library to see what we can find.”

He looked from Rett to Tom. “You two, stay here. Keep an eye on the body. We need to figure out how to neutralize those symbols—the sooner, the better.”

Once he left, Rett glanced at Tom, who fidgeted uncomfortably. “Are you all right?”

Tom’s chagrined expression revealed his tangled feelings. “I know he came here to hurt us, and you had to stop him. You told me that you were a soldier. I just … I’ve never seen … ” He gestured toward the corpse.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” Rett replied, struck once more by how sheltered Tom’s life had been in the cloister and how different it would be once he took his rightful place in the palace.

Tom shook his head. “No. I’ve got to toughen up if I’m going to be king. I can’t faint at the sight of blood. And I’m grateful that you got rid of the danger.”

“Death’s always ugly, and I wish it hadn’t been necessary,” Rett said. “I didn’t intend to kill him—at least, not right then. Wish I could have questioned him and found out more about the magic behind the sigils. Pretty sure we already know who sent him.”

“Thank you for protecting us,” Tom said. “I can’t believe he was able to be here—maybe more than once—without anyone noticing.”

Rett toed the body over, grimacing at the wet thud the man’s crushed skull made when he rolled onto his back. A black tattoo on the man’s chest caught Rett’s attention.

“One more symbol I don’t recognize, but I’d lay a bet that mark either shielded him from notice or helped him slip between the outside world and here,” Rett said. “Perhaps when his time is up, he’ll fade like I do, so at least you won’t have to bury the body.”

Tom shivered. “I guess that’s one good thing.”

Kendrick returned with a journal, quill, and inkwell. Rett repeated his hunch that the body would vanish on its own, and Kendrick looked relieved.

“I want to start with his tattoo before the body vanishes,” Rett said, leaning against the wall as he sketched the mark. Minutes later, the corpse faded and disappeared, leaving Rett glad he’d been able to capture the symbol first.

“I’ll have someone clean up the blood.” Kendrick stared at the spot where the intruder had been, looking a little nauseous.

Rett’s focus was on the marks scrawled on the plaster. He carefully copied every detail, noting the sequence. “Maybe we can find them in the library,” he said. “I don’t know whether they each do something different or whether they build on each other. If you work the memory spell, I can take them back for Malachi to study.”

Kendrick obliged, and Rett felt the tingle of magic ensuring that he could recreate what he had seen when he journeyed home. Tom and Rett headed for the library, while Kendrick stayed behind to wait for someone to come with cleaning materials.

“It’s good to see you, despite the circumstances.” Tom still sounded shaken.

“Same. Are you all right?” Rett was worried about the young monk.

“I will be. And maybe since you found the symbols and killed the intruder, it will at least slow down the decline.” Tom sounded weary. “It would be too much to hope we could rewind things, put them back the way they used to be.”

Rett shook his head. “I think we’re past that point. I’d hate to risk it. But I think we’re close to discovering how to bring you all across.”

Rett stumbled and caught himself against the wall as Tom reached to steady him. “Take this,” Rett said, handing off his notes. “I think I’m leaving now.”

Tom took the drawings and stood back, giving Rett room. “I’ll search the library. We’ll find out what these mean. Be safe.” Before Tom could say more, the world blurred, and Rett found himself back at Rune Keep.

Rett woke on the floor, an occurrence that had come far too frequently of late. He groaned as the all-too-real headache throbbed.

“Guess I did it again, huh?” he asked with a weak smile.

Malachi gave a relieved sigh. “Good to have you back. Where to, this time?”

“Green Knoll. Oddly enough, it was almost like the monastery called me to rescue it.”

Henri came from the kitchen with a cup of tea. “Waited until you woke up to make it, so it would stay warm. This has become quite a habit,” he chided with worried fondness.

“Not my choice.” Rett sat up, cradling the tea with both hands. His friends waited until he had finished his mug before telling Malachi and Henri what had happened. “I remember the symbols and the tattoo. I can recreate what I saw.”

“I’m not surprised Makary found a way to meddle,” Malachi said as Henri went to refill Rett’s cup. “It’s to his benefit if Green Knoll—and the heir—vanish before we can save them.”

“So it’s even more of a race than we thought,” Rett sighed. “A race against Runcian’s magic fading naturally—and now however much time Makary’s interference cost us.”

“Not ideal, but we’ll make the best of it,” Malachi replied with a certainty Rett didn’t feel. He helped Rett to his feet and settled him on the couch before Henri returned with more tea.

“Rest. Once you feel better, we can try to find the symbols and figure out their impact,” Malachi said.

The arrival of a ghostly owl startled Rett and made him jump. Malachi opened the window and stood in silent mental conversation, finally sending his thanks as the specter flew back to Gil.

“A few more Letwick relations have gone missing, or turned up dead,” Malachi reported. “The court healers are staving off the worst of the effects of the wasting disease that’s plagued the council but haven’t been able to nurse them back to health. Burke and the rogue Shadows captured or killed the false heralds and sent the real ones out in peddler disguises to carry news from the castle.”

“I hope when the herald peddlers return to their handler, they also report news from the villages,” Rett said. “Good information goes both ways.”

“Knowing Gil and Luc, I’m sure of it,” Malachi replied. “But with no king, no heir, and the council in bad health—as well as an alarming number of the nobility either dead, imprisoned, or missing—I wouldn’t be surprised if the average person has started to wonder if anyone is left in charge.”

He walked to the fire and poured himself a cup of tea. “Big organizations—the royal court, for example—can function for a while on sheer momentum. The functionaries keep doing their jobs, so the bills get paid, and the paperwork gets done. That’s all well and good until there’s a crisis that needs a leader—like a war. Then it falls apart.”

“Will there be a council left to support Toland when we rescue him?” Rett voiced a fear that had been teasing at the edge of his thoughts.

“Yes—if this doesn’t go on much longer,” Malachi replied. “At least, according to Gil and Luc. It’s morbid to say this out loud, but the Witch Lord’s treachery thinned the herd of aristocrats and drove off the more useless hangers-on.”

He sipped his drink. “Those left are serious about governing and loyal to the crown—or at least committed to maintaining their luxurious noble lives. Toland will have less of the poisonous maze of gossip and petty betrayals to navigate.”

Rett felt much better after a hearty meal of rabbit stew and a glass of whiskey. “This was the tattoo.” He showed the parchment to Malachi. “And the other symbols are in order, from oldest to newest. They were all drawn in blood.”

Malachi frowned. “They aren’t necromancy—that’s a relief. The tattoo looks familiar—I have a few possibilities for that. The other symbols aren’t ones I’ve seen before, but if our hunch is right about the land mage, that seems like the place to start.”

For the next few candlemarks, Henri shuttled books back and forth to the table for Malachi and Rett to review. One at a time, they found matches.

“So … ” Malachi leaned back and stretched, cracking his neck. Rett rotated his shoulders, trying to ease the stiffness. Henri brought fresh tea and warm compresses to put around their necks.

“ … the tattoo bound him to Makary,” Rett said. “Wonder how that happened? At least we know for sure who sent him—and that Makary got the message when his body came back.”

Malachi nodded. “And the other marks explain what’s been going wrong with the monastery. Unstable ground, tree sickness, buggy plants, dry wells, and bad hooves.”

“Those are all things Tom says have happened recently,” Rett confirmed. “Is there any way to neutralize the sigils? I know we probably can’t undo them, but can we stop it from getting worse?”

Malachi was quiet for a moment. “I don’t know. The decline had begun naturally, and the sigils sped it up. Breaking the marks can slow the decay, but I don’t think anything can stop it.”

“That’s what I was afraid of.” Rett sighed. “If you can figure out how to neutralize the sigils, I can pass it on to Kendrick the next time I travel. I’m sure I’ll be returning soon.”

“Given the excellent library at Green Knoll, Kendrick might find something before you get there,” Malachi said. “And in the meantime, we’ll keep on with our research. This doesn’t change anything. Everything is the same—we just need to hurry.”
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Early the next morning, Ridge and Kane climbed the steps from the base of the tower, looking weary, wet, and dirt-streaked.

“We got it.” Kane carefully unwrapped the spelled pouch and handed it to Malachi, who received it in a silver bowl instead of with his hands. “Out of all the disgusting things I’ve done—and there have been many—tomb raiding is my least favorite.”

“Makary hid it in Calia’s coffin.” Ridge’s grimace told Rett that the crystal had been inside her bones as well. “Her ghost lent us a hand.”

Kane shouldered off his bag and put it out of the way. “The magic items you sent definitely helped, and Edvard sweet-talked the cemetery ghosts into letting us through.”

“Bonner showed up in the town where we stopped for the night,” Ridge told them. “He’s obviously chasing bigger targets. Tried to send his sludge over everything, but we managed to fight him off. People died, though, to that sludge.”

Malachi raised an eyebrow. “How did you stop him?”

“Kristoph’s soul didn’t like Bonner’s magic,” Ridge said. “The deflection charm helped, but when Bonner sent his freaky purple magic at me, the soul crystal blasted it with a bright red light. Must have scared Bonner because he disappeared.”

“We taught the town folk how to destroy the sludge, so I think they’ll be all right,” Kane added.

“We’re glad you’re home safely,” Rett said. “Thank you for sending Edvard to let us know. Now sit down and eat. We saved breakfast for you.”

Rett, Malachi, and Henri had already eaten, so they filled in Kane and Ridge as the travelers ate, then listened to their more detailed report over coffee and dried fruit. Malachi conferred with Edvard, who was happy to connect with the ghostly network of informants he had developed.

“Any luck figuring out how to save Green Knoll now that we’ve found Kristoph’s soul?” Ridge asked.

Malachi leaned back in his chair and swirled the sherry in his glass. “Rett and I have made a lot of progress on the books here and the runes Rett brought back from his recent trip to the monastery. Thanks to what Brother Kendrick worked out and passed along through Rett, I’ve got what I think could work. It’s cobbled together and not common—but that might not be too different from what Runcian created since he had to move quickly.”

“How sure are you?” Kane pressed. “We’re probably only going to get one shot.”

The strain on Malachi’s face made it clear that he understood the stakes. “Oh, I realize that. And it’s really a series of spells strung together. We aren’t actually trying to save Green Knoll or the place it exists in. We just need to get the people from there back into our world before the monastery falls apart.”

“Right. That makes it so much easier,” Kane replied drily, and Malachi gave him a side glance.

“In a way, it does. What we’re creating is a transport spell to move the monks from there to Harrowmont,” Malachi said. “Such magic isn’t used often because it requires a lot of energy and, frankly, it’s easier to just ride a horse. The farther the distance, the more energy the spell requires.”

“How can you figure out the distance to a place that doesn’t exist?” Ridge asked, intrigued.

“That’s one of the unknowns,” Malachi admitted. “But since Green Knoll doesn’t exist in the normal sense, tethered to a specific geographic point, then perhaps it can just as easily be anywhere.”

“You’re making my brain hurt.” Kane poured himself more sherry while Malachi gave him a look of fond exasperation.

“The other part of the spell is opening the portal between Green Knoll and our world,” the necromancer continued. “This is where I might be uniquely able to help. As a necromancer, I move between the world of the living and the places of the dead. I cross the most fearsome threshold—the one separating life and death. Perhaps the gateway between Green Knoll and Harrowmont is similar—a line between the seen and the unseen.”

“Can you do that?” Rett leaned forward, fascinated. This was the first time he’d heard Malachi speak of his spell work in such detail, and as he listened, he found the mage’s theories matched his own magic’s exploration of the cloister.

“I can do parts of it,” Malachi admitted. “I haven’t tried to stitch it all together. I believe you’ll play a vital part in the process since you’ve been the navigator between here and Green Knoll from the beginning. Whatever special connection was forged between you and the monastery, we’re going to need every bit of help to get all of them out safely.”

“Do you think they can bring books and objects with them, or will the spell dump them out naked as the day they were born in the courtyard at Harrowmont?” Henri asked from where he had drawn up a chair by the fire.

Malachi winced. “Let’s hope not. Though I suspect the monks would rather surrender their dignity than their lives, and the ladies of Harrowmont have probably seen it all before.” He thought for a moment. “As for the books or the surviving livestock—we’ll see. Depending on how stable the situation is at the time we work the spell, we may have to leave behind all non-essentials. While I would regret the loss of rare tomes and animal life, we can’t afford to lose any of the monks—or the heir.”

Between the good meal, the warmth of the fire, and the sherry, Ridge and Kane looked ready to fall asleep where they sat after the hard day of riding.

“Let’s rest and get an early start,” Malachi suggested. “There’s no need to exhaust ourselves just yet—we’ll need our strength when the battle comes.”

Ridge fell asleep almost as fast as he could pull off his boots and stretch out on his bed. Rett lay awake for a while, turning over the evening’s conversation in his mind, hoping that they could reach Toland and the others before it was too late.

Before dawn, Kane roused Ridge and Rett. “Get dressed. Hurry. Edvard says there’s an attack coming.”

Rett felt the adrenaline flood wipe away the last dregs of sleep and saw the battle-honed instant alertness revive Ridge as well. They hurried to the main room, where Henri already had a fresh pot of coffee on the boil and a breakfast of cheese and hard-boiled eggs on the table.

“Did you even sleep?” Rett asked the valet.

“A little. I might not have your magic or the Sight, but I’ve always gotten a twitch when something’s about to happen,” Henri confessed. “Saved my life a time or two, as you can imagine. When the twitch sets in, there’s no ignoring it. Figured we’d be in a storm of one sort or another before long, and you can’t fight on an empty stomach.”

“Bless you.” Ridge took an egg and a hunk of cheese. “You might be the most valuable man in the whole kingdom at this moment.”

“Bit of an overstatement, but I’ll accept it.” Henri grinned.

Malachi and Kane joined them, looking equally rumpled. “Edvard woke me to say that there are a dozen men-at-arms and a man who might be Bonner heading this way. If he’s right, they’re likely to be here in a little over a candlemark, just as the dawn rises.”

“What does a land mage need with soldiers?” Ridge frowned.

“They can’t breach the tower,” Kane replied. “But they might be useful to hunt us if he thinks we can be forced to run.”

“Not bloody likely,” Henri muttered.

The group moved around each other with the practiced ease that came from sharing a small space for months. Henri and Rett showed Ridge and Kane the defenses that they had constructed while Malachi prepared for a magical assault.

Kane took out a spyglass and glided from window to window, watching for attackers.

“Edvard says they’re less than half a candlemark away now,” Rett announced, sharing the ghost’s reports to free Malachi for more important work.

“Only one of the party looks like he isn’t a fighter,” Rett continued. “That’s probably Bonner—I’m sure Makary is a safe distance away, so someone else can do the dying if this all goes wrong.”

“If we need them, we have a small force of our own—ghost warriors,” Kane said. “Over the past few years, as circumstances allowed, I’ve buried my kills around the base of the tower. Probably a dozen, more or less.” He shot Ridge a smirk. “I’m a spy, not an assassin, so the body count isn’t as high.”

Ridge made a rude gesture in response.

“The whole point was to have ghosts for protection if anyone ever decided to attack Malachi’s prison,” Kane went on.

“Will the spirits of men you killed want to fight on your side?” Henri raised an eyebrow.

“Malachi can compel them—and he can also give them their freedom,” Kane replied with a level gaze.

“Has it worked before?” Rett asked.

“We haven’t needed to try,” Kane said.

“That doesn’t make me feel any better,” Ridge replied. “But I’ve counted on worse allies. Let’s hope your calculation is correct, and they don’t just swarm the tower.”

“They can’t. Part of the wardings,” Malachi answered without looking up. “Kristoph didn’t want me to raise an army of the undead against him—as if I would have. I overlaid the protections to keep unfriendly spirits out. And I don’t know of any other necromancers in Landria.”

“All right, that’s a little comforting,” Ridge admitted.

“I’ve got a visual,” Kane shouted from the eastern window. “Twelve guards, with a cloaked man in the middle of their circle. They’ve stopped a ways out—maybe figuring matchlock range?”

Rett went to the window and watched, taking the spyglass from Kane. Realization slithered like melting ice down his spine. “I don’t think they’re worried about our bullets. If that’s the land mage, then they don’t want to be anywhere near the black ooze.”

“Is that all?” Henri said. “Let him send all the slime he wants. We’re ready for it.”

A large cauldron of water boiled on the fire. Henri had broom strands to light the stacks of gunpowder canisters and fireworks stacked near each window. He had rigged a way to suspend a cauldron at sill level and tip it to pour down a chute, spilling boiling water down the side of Rune Keep.

Rett took up the matchlock, comforted by the heft of the stock in his hands. He knew how to do this part of the job.

They each chose a window while Malachi stood over a table of chalices and silver bowls, setting his spells into motion.

“Shit … I can see the sludge like a carpet on the ground,” Kane said. “I didn’t know it could move that fast.”

“I don’t think we’ve seen yet what Bonner can make it do,” Ridge said. “We just saw the practice runs. He wouldn’t have come here if he didn’t think he had a fair shot of winning.”

“Hold your fire,” Malachi said. “Let them come to us. The ghosts will deal with the living. We’ll handle the slime.”

Watching and waiting was always the worst. Rett could deal with the chaos and fear of battle and the uncertainty and cold terror of running for his life. But the run-up to the fight, knowing what was to come—that was awful. In that moment, all options were equally likely, all scenarios possible. That pause felt like it stretched forever, riding the knife edge of before and after.

“Steady,” Kane urged.

As the daylight grew brighter, Rett saw the black, glistening carpet of sludge stretching toward Rune Keep, covering the ground beneath it. Do the ghosts know? Can they feel it? Does it hurt them?

Nervous energy had him tapping his toe and drumming his fingers. He saw the same twitchiness in Ridge, Henri, and Kane. If Malachi felt edgy, it didn’t show. His low, modulated chant was a comfort. Even if Rett didn’t understand the words, he trusted in the power behind them.

“Edvard … what do you see out there?”

“The sludge is moving quickly. It has a different energy from normal plants. The ghosts are … uncomfortable.”

“Can it hurt them?”

“We don’t know.”

“Stay safe,” Rett warned and realized how odd that sounded.

“We’re already dead … but we can cease to exist, which would be undesirable,” Edvard replied. “Try not to die.”

Bonner and his bodyguards remained just out of matchlock range. Rett set the firearm to the side and carried some of Henri’s explosives to be within easy reach, then padded around the room, making sure that he and the others each had a candle with a ready flame close at hand.

“Not much we can do about the black ooze until it’s in range,” Henri said. “But once it is, we’re ready for it.”

Enhanced by Bonner’s magic—and perhaps some of Makary’s—the sludge oozed at an alarming pace. By late afternoon, it stretched to within a few feet of the base of the tower. Waiting and watching without being able to take direct action frayed Rett’s nerves. He figured that was part of Bonner’s battle plan—to make them uneasy and play on their fears.

“I’m really ready to shoot something,” Ridge muttered. “Or blow something up. I’m not picky.”

“Don’t you have a spell of some kind to stop the ooze?” Kane asked.

Malachi looked up. “Let it come even closer so I don’t have to use more energy than necessary,” he replied. “Henri has already dumped a lye mixture down the walls of the tower to slow it. Let’s see if it’s vulnerable.”

The glistening black slime spread to the foundation stones of the tower, hemming them in all around. Malachi took the window facing Bonner and his guard and closed his eyes, reaching out with his power to the spirits buried around the tower base. “Arise.”

He raised one hand, palm up, summoning the ghosts. Revenants rose from the ground to form a cordon all around the tower. Where their spirits punched through the undulating carpet of sludge, the cold that accompanied them froze the ooze, making it wither and die.

“Score one for our side,” Ridge said, and Rett crossed his fingers that the good luck held.

The sludge shrieked from the spirits’ touch. Each place where the ooze died back, new growth overlaid the shriveled patches. The ghosts’ movement kept punching frostbitten holes in the advancing tide, forcing the black wave to keep doubling back.

“Let’s try fire and ice and see how they like that,” Henri muttered, lighting and launching one of his canisters. Rett, Ridge, and Kane did the same, and the bombs exploded on the ground between the ghosts and the guards. The sound reverberated against the stone tower, matched by the shrieks of the ooze as it was caught between freezing and burning.

Each canister blew a hole in the sludge and the ground beneath, setting everything around it on fire. Flames burned a bare swath down to the dirt while the ghosts’ movement back and forth around the tower base froze out new growth.

Rett and the others kept up the bombardment with bombs and fireworks as one candlemark became two and then stretched on. Every time the blanket of ooze regenerated, new explosions tore it up and burned it back.

“This is all well and good,” Kane grumbled, “but we’re not gaining ground. We’ve kept the slime at bay, but neither side is truly winning.”

“Edvard says that the ghosts are willing, but their energy is starting to wane,” Rett reported. “They can’t keep this up forever.”

“Can they rush Bonner’s guards? If the guards run off, the mage is less protected,” Ridge suggested.

Rett listened for Edvard’s telepathic reply. “No. The guards and Bonner are in a salt circle. The ooze begins outside of that boundary.”

“The sludge is a living thing,” Malachi said quietly. “All things that live also die.” He stretched out his hand once more and sharply closed his fist.

The slime’s high-pitched scream made Rett and the others cringe and cover their ears. Where the ooze had been a glistening black wave, now it looked ashen and still, crumbling to pieces.

“It worked!” Henri shouted, grinning in triumph. Seconds later, his smile slipped. “Fuck. Bonner is sending out a fresh batch.” They all watched in silence as more of the dark slime spread to cover the remnants of the first attack.

“How long do you reckon you and Bonner can face off like this?” Kane asked. “The spirits will need to fall back, and we’ll run out of bombs sooner or later.”

“No idea,” Malachi replied between gritted teeth. “This is an untested enemy.”

The ghosts wavered and then blinked out. Fresh sludge rose to overlay the sections frozen by the spirits, encroaching on the tower. Kane and the others resumed hurling bombs to give Malachi a chance to rest.

“The stones of the tower are soaked in a mix that’s supposed to kill slime,” Henri told the others. “I don’t know how long that’ll slow them. We can burn it back with the boiling water, but I wager the sludge spreads faster than I can boil a second cauldron.”

Malachi waited until the full spread of the black ooze had nearly regenerated before cursing it dead once more. And just like before, Bonner replaced it, a relentless cycle of death and rebirth.

“This isn’t going well,” Ridge said quietly to Rett. “Got any other ideas?”

“Actually, yes, but you’re not going to like it,” Rett replied, nervous about voicing an idea he’d been toying with since Bonner attacked.

Ridge looked wary. “I’m not fond of how things sit now. Tell me.”

“What if I could kill the infestation at its source?” Rett said. “That cave I visited in my dream … if it’s real, or at least as real as Green Knoll, maybe I can soul travel there and set the black ooze on fire at the roots.”

Ridge stared at him, horrified. “And burn with it? No. Absolutely not.”

“If I’m right, and that’s the source of whatever creature Bonner has conjured—since this certainly isn’t ordinary sludge—destroying it at the root might deal a blow to Bonner himself, especially if he’s psychically connected,” Rett argued.

“Do you know how insane that sounds?”

Rett fixed him with a glare. “Do you know how crazy it is waging a battle against supernatural slime? And yet, here we are—trapped in a tower surrounded by magic mold.”

Rett saw that despite Ridge’s immediate—and predictable—refusal, his partner was considering their options. Eventually they would run out of explosives and countermeasures, Malachi would tire, and unless Bonner’s energy waned first—unlikely if he was drawing from Makary—they could be overrun despite their preparations.

“It’s dangerous, but what choice do we have? We know how the sludge kills. I don’t want to go like that,” Rett argued.

Ridge clenched his jaw stubbornly, but Rett knew the look in his friend’s eyes as he wavered, no doubt hosting a fierce inner argument. “All right—but only if I anchor you.” Ridge’s tone let Rett know that his condition was non-negotiable.

Rett hadn’t wanted anyone else to share the danger. Protecting the others—and stopping Bonner—was the whole point. But he knew that soul traveling would take an enormous amount of energy that Malachi could not spare. His best chance of succeeding and getting back to Rune Keep required having someone to watch his back.

“Thank you.” Rett knew what it cost Ridge to agree. “I need to work out a few details.” Rett announced his plan to the others. Henri looked unhappy, but said nothing. Kane watched Malachi, taking his cue from the witch. Malachi didn’t answer quickly, but then he nodded.

“I think I know a way to make it possible,” Malachi said. “I’ll get ready.”

They cleared a place in the center of the main room. Rett laid on the floor near the fireplace, and Ridge stretched out close enough to wrap a hand around Rett’s upper arm, keeping them connected.

“Your bodies won’t leave Rune Keep, but your energy will,” Malachi said. “Rett and I have done this before. It’s new to you, Ridge, and unsettling.

“I’ve taught Rett a fire spell,” Malachi continued. “It’s a simple cantrip, doesn’t require much magic, but since he can’t carry anything across with him, Rett can use it to set fire to the source of the ooze. Going for the roots—if we’re right about them being the way the sludge communicates with itself and with Bonner, destroying them may cut him off from the rest of the slime. Once he sets the fire, he gets the fuck out of there.”

Malachi left unsaid what would happen if things didn’t go according to plan. Rett didn’t need the details.

“I’ll do my best to help you hold open the space, but I’m going to need to keep attacking the sludge here so we aren’t overrun,” Malachi told them. “Get in, set it on fire, and leave. You don’t want to be there when it all burns down.”

Rett closed his eyes, taking comfort in Ridge’s firm grip anchoring him. He drew a deep breath and centered his focus, then opened his thoughts to the memory of the cave.

He sensed Malachi’s power nudging him to the in-between place he had journeyed before. Rett felt the disassociation that came with astral travel, a subtle shift as his essence left his physical body behind.

When he opened his eyes, he stood in the dank, dark cave. The glowing green roots of the ooze formed a nearly solid net overhead. Wet dirt squished beneath Rett’s boots, and the smell of rot filled his nostrils.

“You with me?” Rett glanced at his partner.

Ridge looked poleaxed but nodded. “Don’t worry about me. I’m just here to get you home. Let’s do this.”

Right on cue, a burning flame appeared in Rett’s hand. “So far, so good,” he muttered.

“Light it up,” Ridge said.

Rett stalked around the cave, always staying connected to Ridge. He knew how long he’d been able to remain at Green Knoll—days in the monastery’s time, mere candlemarks in the “real” world. The cave felt different, alien. He didn’t want to gamble that time worked the same way here.

Rett didn’t know whether the cave was a natural oddity or something made or twisted by Bonner’s magic. He had no idea if his own slight magic worked here as it had at the monastery, but they were betting everything that it would.

Rett touched the flame to the tendrils and spoke the words of the cantrip, watching as the fire spread along the pale tangle. He walked backward, torching everything behind him, praying that they could escape the inferno—and even more importantly, that it would destroy Bonner’s hold over the fungus.

Shrieks filled the cave, deafening in the close space.

Rett wondered if blood would leak from his ears or if he would be deaf—assuming he survived.

“Hurry!” Ridge shouted above the din as if Rett needed to be reminded.

The fire spread quickly, the underground roots igniting as if soaked in oil, and the early chill gave way to sweltering heat. The root network pulsed with embers, not its usual glowing magic. Rett felt certain that if they didn’t get out fast, he might lose his mind from the incessant screaming as the roots burned.

Bonner’s image flickered nearly solid in front of them. “What have you done?” the land mage screamed, limed in fire and surrounded by billowing smoke.

“I’ll cover you.” Ridge’s hand clasped at his chest where the protective amulet was on his body back in Rune Keep. “Keep going,” he told Rett.

Bonner thrust out his hand and sent a pulse of violet light toward them, barely deflected by Malachi’s charm. The land mage howled in fury and sent another salvo, which the charm struggled to turn aside.

“Here goes nothing,” Rett muttered and used the cantrip to seed fires at three additional spots down the long underground corridor, pleased that the roots caught and burned even better than the black sludge.

“I will destroy you!” Bonner’s rage shook the cave, and the purple glow blazed blindingly bright.

A streak of violet light lashed out once more, met midway by a surge of flame from Rett’s cantrip, canceling each other—but Rett knew it wouldn’t last long. He expected Bonner’s magic to engulf them at any second, winding the toxic black threads around their bodies and spreading its deadly poison.

Light surged around Bonner, bright enough that Rett threw his arm in front of his face. Bonner screamed in pain and fury, a wild and desperate howl—then vanished.

Heat raised a sheen of sweat on Rett’s face and sent rivulets down his back. The shrieks made it difficult to think, but Rett knew that surviving—for him and Ridge—depended on him maintaining a clear head.

Wake up! Rett willed himself to return to his body. Come on, wake up.

The fire he’d started the farthest down the tunnel seemed to explode, sending a rain of dirt and burned roots onto them. Ridge gripped Rett’s arm tightly enough to bruise.

“Get us out of here,” Ridge grated.

“I’m trying.”

Come on. Wake up! Wake up now. Malachi, we need help.

Another section of roots exploded in white-hot flames, and the cave shuddered, warning of collapse.

If we die here, at least maybe we saved the kingdom. But I really want to have that pub by the seaside. The next explosion would bring the roof down on them if the blast didn’t get them first. I’ve failed. I’ve gotten us both killed. And I won’t even know if it saved everyone else.

“Rett—”

Wake up now!

Rett’s eyes snapped open, and he came back to himself in Rune Keep. He rolled to face Ridge as his friend’s hand fell from where he’d had a painfully tight grip moments before.

Rett looked up, panicked. “He’s not breathing. Why isn’t he breathing? Malachi—help!”

Rett turned back to his partner. “Ridge—we’re back. Wake up,” he pleaded, sick with the rush of adrenaline and worry.

Ridge groaned and gasped, eyes snapping wide. For a second, Rett glimpsed a terror he had never seen in Ridge’s gaze.

“Safe. We’re safe.” Rett hoped Ridge would calm down enough to hear him.

“Safe,” Ridge repeated, groggy but alive.

“Did it work?” Rett searched out Malachi, slowly regaining his faculties. “Did the fire and explosions in the cave do something here?”

Malachi nodded. “The sludge burst into flames and burned to cinders, moving fast enough to take a couple of Bonner’s guards out with it. Bonner glowed too brightly to look at and then exploded. The rest of the guards ran. I think it worked.”

Henri brought a plate of cheese and honeyed nuts along with cups of tea and set it on the floor between Ridge and Rett.

“Eat, drink, you’ll feel better,” Henri ordered.

“What do you think it did to Makary?” Kane asked.

Rett was glad the spy jumped into the conversation because his head pounded and he felt bruised, burned, and utterly exhausted.

“Nothing good,” Malachi replied. “If we’re lucky, it weakened him, knocked him flat on his ass. That means he won’t be back causing trouble right away and not at full strength. Buys us time, even if it didn’t stop the Witch Lord.”

Ridge tried to sit up and dropped back to the floor. “How can I feel this awful when I didn’t actually go anywhere?”

Rett chuckled. “Stick with me. I know all the best places.”


Chapter Ten

I’ve spent most of my life in the saddle, so I’m as used to traveling as anyone. But I like it better when I take my body with me.

Rett had fallen asleep in his room at Rune Keep after he and Ridge blew up the cave. Wrung out from the psychic and magical toll of their desperate attack, he expected to sleep soundly.

Instead, he woke in the yard between the cloister and the barn at Green Knoll. Rett groaned as he sat up, rubbing his throbbing temples with his fingers as he tried to figure out why he’d been drawn to the monastery so soon.

Rett leaned on a fencepost to help him to his feet and looked around. He’d never had the time to explore most of Green Knoll and no reason to visit the barn or farming areas. But he had looked out the windows and quietly envied the tranquility of neatly tended gardens and tidy livestock pens.

In the short time since his previous visit, everything had changed. The rotten wood of the fencepost nearly snapped beneath his weight. Across the corral, the barn looked dilapidated, far different than it had appeared just recently with gray, weathered wood warped in some places and boards missing in other spots. Both the fence and the barn had been well cared for when last he’d seen them, not nearly long enough ago for the deterioration to be normal aging.

He turned and saw what remained of the garden and orchard. Leafless trees scabbed with blight sent crabbed limbs skyward. Weeds choked the vegetable beds, and the plants that remained looked sickly.

When Rett looked behind him, he saw the monastery building from the outside. He remembered how the inside had been when he first visited, clean and well-maintained, remarkably well-preserved, and without signs of age.

The cloister now looked as hard-used as the farm. Cracks in the stonework walls and missing tiles from the roof showed wear and the impact of time. A couple of windows were boarded up. The stone walls were water-stained, one corner of the building had collapsed as well as a wooden porch.

What in the name of the gods happened here? And where is Tom?

Rett heard sobbing and followed the sound to the barn. He saw Tom kneeling next to Brother Glenn beside the body of a sheep. Tears streaked Tom’s face, and Glenn’s hitched breathing made his distress clear.

“Rett, how did you get here?” Tom startled as Rett approached them.

“The usual way—I woke up by the fence this time,” Rett replied with a shrug. “Why I’m here, I’m not sure. What happened?” He spread his hands to indicate the entire property. “What happened? I was just here.” Time passed at a very similar rate, if not exactly the same way, between the outside world and Green Knoll.

Tom wiped his face with the back of his hand and squeezed Glenn’s shoulder before he rose. “Brother Kendrick found a way to cancel the sigils the intruder drew, but it was too late the bad magic was already working. Maybe what he did slowed down the decay, but he couldn’t stop it. Now, everything’s falling apart all at once.”

He shook his head, bereft. “The plants died. The vegetables turned brown and rotted right before our eyes. More of the trees got blight. And then—” Tom looked away as he tried to compose himself.

“Then the animals got sick. Our healers were always able to handle anything that happened. The animals lived long, healthy lives and had plenty of babies. Everything went smoothly. But … ”

Tom swallowed hard. “The draft horse collapsed and died before we could even get to him—he wasn’t even old. Then the goats started coughing up blood and dropping; the sheep were next. Even the chickens … ” Tom choked back a sob. He nodded toward the sheep that lay next to where Glenn knelt. “She was the last of them. Everything’s gone. There’ve been more quakes, almost every candlemark, and damage to the buildings. But even without that, we can’t stay here without the farm and the animals—once we finish what’s already in the storerooms, there’s no more food.”

Runcian’s spell was already fragile. We don’t know how long Makary’s saboteur had been drawing sigils to speed up the decline before we caught him. Kendrick’s magic might have slowed the decay, but he couldn’t stop it all. Damn—I hate to see everything the monks did here get wiped away.

“I’m so sorry for your loss,” Rett said, knowing just how hollow those words sounded. “I know you all worked hard on the garden and took good care of the animals.”

Tom let out a long breath. “Thank you. We’re all having trouble accepting that this is really ending.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “We’ve been so happy here.”

“We’ll get you all out to a safe place,” Rett promised. “You won’t be able to leave Harrowmont until we end the Witch Lord, but I think you’ll like where you’ll go. They have gardens and livestock, and the food is very good.”

“Thank you,” Tom said. “I know you’ll take us to a good place. But Green Knoll will always be home.”

Rett realized that Tom didn’t remember anything else, having spent nearly his entire life in the monastery with the monks who had gone into exile to protect him.

“I know,” Rett agreed. “And I wish I could fix things so you didn’t have to leave. But Malachi is certain that the original spell has run its course—hurried along by the Witch Lord’s attack. But even without that, it wouldn’t have lasted much longer. I know that’s not much comfort.”

“It’s enough.” Tom cleared his throat. “Perhaps the reason you’re here is that Brother Kendrick believes he may have found Runcian’s spell. He’s trying to figure out whether doing it in reverse would release the magic that created all of this. You should talk to him.”

Rett let Tom lead the way into the monastery. Inside, even more cracks marred the plaster and carved up the stone floor. The monks they passed in the hall greeted Rett with tired nods, but the sense of loss and grief seemed pervasive.

Tom paused at the door to the library. “Since there are fewer chores now than there used to be, Brother Kendrick has monks working around the clock to decipher the magic. He’s here every moment he can be spared from other tasks. It’s taking a toll on all of us. We can’t keep going like this much longer.”

Rett followed Tom into the library. The study section had been rearranged to put the four large tables closer together, presumably so that researchers could more easily share notes. Towers of books sat on each table, and monks hunched over their studies, scribbling findings into notebooks. Along one wall bundles of books were neatly tied with fabric straps.

“We’ve been gathering the books that seem the most valuable, in case it’s possible to take them with us,” Tom told him with a motion toward the bound stacks. “It’s so hard to choose. I wish we had more time to bring the whole library. What if we pick the wrong books, and something important is lost forever?”

Rett gave him his most comforting smile. “I’m sure you’ll choose wisely. And everything you bring back to our side is potentially new to us. Your books could bring so much more knowledge to the outside world on magic and everything else.” However Runcian had provisioned the library at Green Knoll, he had managed to preserve a magnificent collection and keep it safe.

“Rett. You’re back. Is it time already?” Brother Kendrick looked up from his book. His gaunt face and the shadows beneath his eyes said more about his non-stop research than any words. In just the short time Rett had been gone, the other man looked gaunt with dark circles under his eyes, and worry darkened his gaze.

“Not just yet, but very soon,” Rett assured him. “Tom said you may have found the original spell?”

Kendrick nodded and pulled a small book from the folds of his robe. “I wrote it here, and I keep this with me at all times, just in case.” He held it out to Rett.

“It won’t mean anything to me, but can you use the memory spell so I can take it back to Malachi? I’m sure it would be important for him to know.”

Rett reviewed Runcian’s spell several times before Kendrick worked the memory charm. They acted quickly, not knowing when Rett might be pulled back.

“We have enough food stockpiled for a few weeks—longer if we are very careful,” Kendrick told Rett. “After that … without the garden and the animals … we will be in trouble.”

“We’ll come for you as soon as we can,” Rett told them. “We will rescue you. You have my word.”

Rett was reluctant to leave the library since he didn’t know when he would fade. He and Tom went through more books but found nothing important. They kept the conversation light, trying to avoid the dire situation and their fears, trading stories and sharing jokes.

Rett knew Tom was enjoying his last measure of freedom before he took on the burden of the crown. Rett enjoyed the rare opportunity to meet his new monarch as a regular person outside the boundaries of their roles. Their closeness was unlikely to last once they were both swept away with the changes to come, but Rett would always look back fondly on these conversations.

All too soon, Rett felt the tug in his belly that he had learned presaged a coming shift. “I’m fading,” he warned.

Tom grabbed his hand. “Go safely. And come back soon. We’ll be ready and waiting.”

The last thing Rett saw as the world shifted around him was the trusting, frightened eyes of their future king.


Chapter Eleven

“Mopping up is always the worst part.” Ridge loaded another shovel full of crisped mold onto the heap. They had gotten up at dawn to deal with the mess the battle left behind. Ridge had slipped out of the room he shared with Rett, hoping he didn’t wake his partner.

“You’re not trying to hide activity around Rune Keep anymore,” Henri noted.

“What’s the point?” Kane said. “The palace is in disarray. The guards don’t give a shit anymore about much of anything. If they see the fire, they won’t go looking for complicated answers.”

“Let’s get the bodies onto the pile. Not much left of them, but I’d like to make sure they’re nothing but ash.” Ridge nodded toward the scorched and shattered bones of Bonner and two dead guards.

“Remember the good old days when you and Rett shot traitors, and I spent my time making deals with scavengers and smugglers?” Henri asked as he scraped up the bones and tossed them into the pile.

“Running, hiding, executing. Fun times,” Ridge answered.

Once the jumble of bones were added to the pyre, Henri sloshed it with oil and struck flint to steel, sparking the conflagration.

“Still don’t know where Makary is or if he was connected enough to Bonner when the land mage died to be damaged by the backlash,” Kane said as they watched the flames rise.

“He’s a slippery son of a bitch,” Ridge said. “But we took away his proxy, his shield to hide behind. Makary never risks himself when he can throw someone else into the line of fire. Odds are he was magically bonded to Bonner when we destroyed the land mage. That had to set Makary back on his heels, hurt him.”

“Nothing ever seems to kill that bastard.” Kane poked at the fire, sending embers into the air. “But burning-by-proxy had to sting.”

“Problem is, he’s like a rabid dog,” Henri observed. “When the fever sets in, all that matters is surviving. We’ve hurt him before, nearly killed him, and magic sustained him. Did it change him? How do we know that Makary hasn’t been fundamentally changed by his magic?”

“We don’t,” Ridge said. “Not really.”

“Makary’s only human,” Kane protested.

“Are we sure of that?” Henri challenged.

“Makary is obsessed. At first it was with outsmarting Kristoph and putting his puppet on the throne,” Kane said. “But once Kristoph died, and we stopped Makary’s plans several times, I think his goal changed. At first, he didn’t want to be king. Now, I suspect he doesn’t trust anyone to let him pull their strings.”

“He was linked with Noxx when Noxx died. Now Bonner. What part of Makary remains—and is it still human?” Henri asked.

Ridge thought for a moment. “Good points. The big question is—did we hurt Makary badly enough to keep him from interfering when we rescue Green Knoll? He’s got to know by now that’s where the true heir is hiding. He’s connected Rett to Toland and Malachi, and that’s why he attacked Rune Keep.”

“Makary’s done everything in his power to break the magic protecting Green Knoll,” Kane agreed. “Much as I’d love to believe we’ve crippled him, I doubt we’re lucky enough to have taken him off the game board just yet.”

They watched the pyre burn until it was nothing but fine ash. Ridge wished it was possible to destroy the remains even further.

“Malachi sent the ghosts on if they wanted to go,” Henri noted as they walked past the slight depressions in the ground that had been shallow graves.

“Guess I need to kill some more people,” Kane agreed gamely.

“How are you feeling about Green Knoll?” Henri asked, looking at Ridge.

“I wish Rett and Malachi didn’t have to go back,” Ridge admitted. “But they do—and we have the chance to save the real heir. So what I feel doesn’t really matter.”

“I don’t like it either,” Kane confessed. “But I know we don’t have a choice.”

When they returned to the top of the tower, they found Malachi sitting next to Rett’s bed, watching his restless sleep.

“What happened?” Ridge hurried over.

“He’s traveling—probably to Green Knoll. He’s undamaged, but he hasn’t woken up yet.”

Henri went to the kitchen to get tea and soup. Malachi let Ridge take over caring for Rett and went back to his table filled with ritual materials and spell books. Kane sat on the couch, sharpening knives and cleaning weapons.

Rett’s eyelids fluttered, and his breath quickened. Ridge gripped his wrist tightly. “Come back,” he urged. “Tell us what you’ve seen. You’re safe.”

Rett drew a deep breath and opened his eyes. Henri handed off a cup of tea and one of soup. Rett accepted both gratefully and didn’t speak until he’d finished them. Malachi and Kane came to the doorway where they could hear without crowding Rett.

“Green Knoll is in trouble, even though Kendrick did everything he could to cancel the sigils,” Rett replied. “The runes sped up the natural decline, so Kendrick slowed it again, but a lot of damage was done. All the livestock died, and so did the crops. Even the barns are falling apart. The monastery itself is intact, but Tom—Toland—says it’s badly damaged. They only have the food supplies from the last harvest and nothing more. We’ve got to get them out now.”

Ridge nodded. His heartbeat sped, fearful of what lay ahead. “Then we need to go in with what we’ve got. It’s not that different from every other job. We’ll get the best information we can and make the rest up as we go along.”

Rett shuffled into the main room and sat on the couch. “Brother Kendrick thinks he’s located Runcian’s spell. He’s been working on finding a way to run it backward and undo the magic that created the special place where Green Knoll exists. I brought it back with me from the memory spell so Malachi could study it.” Rett wrote down everything and sketched out the new sigils.

“Do you think it’ll work?” Ridge asked, sitting next to Rett and checking over him to assure that his partner was undamaged.

“I hope so—it’s all we’ve got,” Rett replied and flinched as the reaction headache pulsed through his temples.

“More of the willow bark tea.” Henri pressed a cup into Rett’s hand. “Good for the vision headache,” he added knowingly, placing a refilled bowl in front of him. “And the chicken soup will settle your bones.”

“When do we need to do the magic?” Ridge dreaded hearing the answer. He accepted the duty to save the heir, and he knew how hard Rett and Malachi had been working. The succession, the crown, was on the line.

I never wanted to be a hero or to change history, Ridge thought. It was enough to keep the king safe and through that, the kingdom. And I failed.

“As soon as possible. They won’t last much longer,” Rett replied.

“Are you up for this?” Ridge asked Rett quietly.

“As much as I’ll ever be,” Rett answered. “We knew the monastery was deteriorating. It just happened faster than we’d hoped. If we’ve ever served king and kingdom, this is the time.”

“When we fight, we’ve got each other’s backs,” Ridge said quietly. “Kane, Henri, and I will stay behind to protect you and Malachi, but it’s not the same as going into a fight shoulder to shoulder. We don’t have your abilities. I feel like I’m letting you down.”

“Never. Sometimes we guard, sometimes we fight. It’s all important,” Rett assured him.

Ridge nodded. “I know. But I like the fighting and shooting part better.”

Malachi studied the information Rett had written down, transcribing it into one of his journals.

“Just in case we have to travel to some other place that isn’t there?” Rett asked, a weary attempt at humor.

“Spells are precious. Recording them is our duty for future generations,” Malachi replied. “I want to study the details, but I think this will work. We need to make sure Harrowmont is ready.”

Malachi set up the scrying bowl and spoke the incantation. “M’lady—it is time,” he said when Lady Sally Anne’s face appeared.

“What do you need us to do? We have readied everything for this moment,” she replied.

“Brother Kendrick and I will work the spells to open the gateway and create the passage between the monastery and Harrowmont,” Malachi told her. “Rett will scry from Green Knoll to keep you informed. We need Lorella to call the ghosts and have them help anchor the passageway. Any of your people with magic can help—it’s going to take a lot of energy to keep the corridor open long enough for everyone to pass through.”

“Do you have instructions that Edvard could share with us? We only have one chance, and the stakes are too high to risk an error.” Despite the fate of the kingdom—and the life of the heir to the throne—on the line, Lady Sally Anne sounded as cool and collected as always.

“Send him to us, and we’ll explain everything,” Malachi promised. “Because we are spanning the distance between different realms, and I’ll be using my necromancy, I believe the ghosts’ help will be essential, and Lorella’s mediumship too. Support them any way you can.”

“I will tell our people. We’ll be ready,” Lady Sally Anne promised. “May the gods go with you.”

Malachi released the magic and emptied the scrying bowl. “I wish I had a list to give her, something simple and confirmed by experience. Much as I hate to admit this, despite having Runcian’s spell and all our research, this is going to be touch-and-go, relying on the feel of the magic and reacting to what happens in the moment.”

“Not much different from any other battle,” Ridge observed. “Every soldier knows that there are the plans made in advance and what must be done in the heat of the moment. If anyone can make this work, I believe that you and Rett—and Brother Kendrick—will succeed.”

Malachi managed a wan smile. “I appreciate the vote of confidence. We’ll do what needs to be done.”

For the next couple of candlemarks, Malachi compared Runcian’s spell to his own notes, constantly checking back with Rett on details. Ridge and Kane cleaned their weapons and played cards to pass the time. It was easy for Ridge to see that Kane was also fidgeting, restless as they waited for the action to begin.

Henri made sure they had plenty of tea and continually refreshed a plate of meat, cheese, bread, and olives that made it easy for them to pick at the food while they prepared.

Finally, Malachi raised his head. “We’re as ready as we’ll ever be,” he said, pushing his notes to one side. He looked to Rett. “It’s time.”

Rett nodded, taking in a deep breath, pale but resolute. He glanced at Ridge, who knew his partner wanted confirmation of his support.

“We’ve got your backs,” Ridge said. “Go save the king.”

They pushed the furnishings in the main room against the walls to clear the central area. Malachi laid down a salt line all around the edge of the room and a second smaller line around the center where tonight’s magic would happen. Henri tended candles at the quarters of the warded circle and kept an eye on a pot of willow tea on the hearth and a small potion cauldron warming in the embers.

Rett lay on the floor with a pillow under his head and the spelled bag holding Kristoph’s soul crystal clasped in his left hand over his belly. Rett and Malachi wore newly-fashioned amulets that the necromancer believed would protect them and amplify their magic.

“We can’t take either the soul crystal or the amulets with us,” Malachi told the others. “But I’ve set a reciprocity spell that should let me link them to stand-ins on the other side. I’ve had the spell work over physical distance—we’ll see if it also works across this divide.”

Once the preparations were complete, Ridge, Kane, and Henri stepped out of the warded circle, ready for their role as watchers and protectors. Ridge still chafed over not being able to help in a more hands-on way, knowing that Rett and Malachi were particularly vulnerable when they spirit traveled. After yesterday’s attack by Bonner, he was under no illusion that they were completely safe in Rune Keep.

Malachi checked the chalice, crucible, and candle in the inner circle and then looked up at the others. “You’ve seen us do this before. Don’t cross the warding unless the tower is truly falling down around us. Whatever you see or hear, trust us to handle it. Stay alert for outside threats, and be ready to help us recover when we return.”

If all went well, the spell would send the monks—and their physical bodies—to Harrowmont. Rett and Malachi would return to Rune Keep, where their bodies awaited them. Ridge didn’t pretend to understand how the magic functioned, but he hoped with all his heart that it worked.

Rett looked nervous but resolute and propped himself up on his elbows.

Malachi frowned with concentration, and the set of his jaw suggested that he was also apprehensive. He took a seat next to Rett and picked up the chalice, holding it for Rett to sip before drinking from it himself.

Next, he lit a broom straw from the candle and set the contents of the crucible on fire, burning with a strange purple flame.

Again, Malachi and Rett drank deeply from the chalice before Malachi set it aside, and they both lay down. Malachi gripped Rett’s right wrist and murmured the incantation, a necromancy spell he had used before to move souls across the Veil.

Ridge fidgeted, not liking the parallel to death magic. Both men lay still inside the protected space, and he strained to confirm the rise and fall of their chests. He knew from prior journeys that their breathing would become shallow and their heartbeats would slow. A glance at Kane told Ridge that the spy disliked the ritual just as deeply.

I guess if you’re going to work spirit magic, a necromancer is a good companion.

Ridge felt the energy shift, raising the hair on the back of his neck. He figured that meant Rett and Malachi were on their way.

“I’ve always hated keeping vigil,” he muttered.

“You and me, both,” Kane grumbled.

“Yes, well, there’s nothing to be done about it,” Henri said brightly. “Necessary evil and all that. We have time to pass. Fancy a game of cards?”


Chapter Twelve

“Thank the gods. You came,” Brother Tom—Toland—said as Rett groaned and sat up, raising a hand to his throbbing head. He recognized the dining room at Green Knoll and saw Malachi waking nearby.

“Did we show up here?” Rett asked as Tom handed him a mug of tea and another monk hurried to assist Malachi.

“Just outside the room, actually,” Tom replied. “We brought you inside.”

Rett accepted a hand up from Tom and looked around. The dining area still looked like it had become the monastery’s bunker—a place to eat, sleep, and work.

“With everything that’s been happening, we all decided to stay together as much as possible,” Tom said. “No one liked being out of sight. And now that the farm and livestock are gone … ” His voice drifted off, but Rett caught the sadness in his tone.

“I’m sorry they were lost,” he said.

“The idea of leaving Green Knoll is almost too difficult to manage,” Tom confessed. “We’ve been comfortable here and happy. I’m sure the world outside is very different. Even if it’s true that I’m to be king—which seems impossible—my heart will remain in Green Knoll.”

Rett ached for Tom’s loss. “The only thing worse would be losing your lives trying to stay,” he said quietly. “Harrowmont is waiting. You’ll be safe, and Lady Sally Anne’s people will make you welcome.”

“I know it’s dangerous for you and Malachi to be here. Thank you.” Tom took a deep breath and squared his shoulders. “If time is short, we’d best get down to work.”

Rett could see new damage since his recent visit, more cracks in the walls and holes in the roof. It saddened him to see the monastery falling apart, and he could only imagine how devastating it must be to Tom and the others to watch their home decay before their eyes.

Malachi and Brother Kendrick were deep in conversation at the front of the dining area. As during the battle against Makary and Noxx, the other monks all set up their workspaces on tables circled close together.

“Those are the books you want to save?” Rett asked Tom, noting the stacks of tomes against one wall that had been moved from the library. The volumes were neatly piled and bound with leather straps. There were more than he had seen before.

“Yes, we’ve each got a bundle of a weight we can carry,” Tom said. “It was difficult to choose what to bring with us and what to leave behind, but we picked the books that we thought had the greatest importance.” He sighed. “My heart hurts when I think about the ones we won’t be able to save.”

Rett understood the feeling and wished they could have devised another way. Damn Makary. If we had more time, if it wasn’t likely to crumble around us any minute, we might have been able to get the whole library to safety.

He knew that lives were more valuable than books, but as Tom and Brother Kendrick had told him on previous visits, many of the tomes in the library were unlikely to exist elsewhere and might have been hidden there to protect the knowledge—and discourage its use.

Rett and Tom made their way to the front of the room, and Rett greeted the monks he had met before with a nod or a smile.

“Welcome back,” Brother Kendrick said, shaking Rett’s hand. “We are grateful for your help, and we know you’re putting yourselves at risk for our sake. Thank you.”

“All in a day’s work,” Rett said with a chipper tone he didn’t feel.

A tremor shook the building. Dust and bits of plaster rained from the ceiling, and Rett watched a crack in one wall grow by several inches. Rett and Malachi shared a look of dismay, while the monks appeared worried but not surprised.

“I would like for us to be gone before the building falls on us,” Brother Kendrick said, sadness clear in his features.

“I believe it will take all of us to open the portal to Harrowmont, lending our various magics,” Malachi said. “There are two parts to the spell. Brother Kendrick is going to work Runcian’s original spell that created Green Knoll, but in reverse, to un-make the between-place where the monastery has existed all these years.”

Malachi went on, “I’m going to use a variation of a summoning spell and hold open a path between Green Knoll and Harrowmont. I’m hoping that won’t be more difficult than straddling the Veil between life and death. I’ve opened that door a few times in the past, but never to send so many people through it and have them emerge alive on the other side.”

“We have made our peace with the fact that wherever we go, we shall go together,” Brother Kendrick said, and the monks nodded.

Malachi turned to Tom. “I suspect that Green Knoll is keyed to your life energy since you were the reason the monks went into hiding. If you vanish, it may undermine the magic still holding everything together. So while I’d love to send you out first, we need to keep you close to the nexus of the spell until near the very end.”

“I wouldn’t go without them,” Tom told them. “These are my brothers.”

“We’d better get started,” Malachi said. He looked out over the expectant faces of the men who had shared Green Knoll for so long.

“The others will work a spell that lets us borrow from their energy to open the portal,” Brother Kendrick said. “I have a feeling this is going to take everything we’ve got.”

The monks nodded.

“We are about to begin a new journey. We believe we know where it will end, but as with life itself, we can’t be truly certain until we arrive,” Kendrick told them, addressing the group. “Wherever we go, I will cherish each of you and our time together in my heart. I am honored to have been your companion.”

The room erupted with claps and cheers, and Rett suspected that everyone shed a tear. Kendrick nodded in acknowledgment and then cleared his throat. They all grew silent, focused once more on the job at hand.

“It’s time. Have your book bundle close at hand. Once the doorway opens and we give the word, we don’t know how long the portal will stay open, so be quick,” Malachi told them.

Rett didn’t have the type of magic to help with the two big spells, but he’d gotten better at scrying. Sofen and the other special children at Harrowmont were going to help tether the connection between the fortress and the monastery until everyone safely crossed. Lorella and the ghosts promised to do whatever they could to support the magic and make the passage easier.

That left Rett responsible for communicating between Harrowmont and Green Knoll, using the silver scrying bowl to call across the distance between a place in their world and a cloister that existed in another place or time.

The floor trembled again, and the chandelier swayed. Malachi and Brother Kendrick lit candles and mixed the items needed for their spells. The air smelled of sage, anise, rosemary, and juniper mingled with candle smoke and the tang of more unusual powders.

Rett tried to block out everything—the rise and fall of baritone voices chanting spells, the scent and taste of the smoke, and his tight stomach and racing heart. He narrowed his focus to the water in the shallow silver bowl in front of him, marshaling his magic and willing his call to be heard.

“Sofen, can you hear me?”

Rett stared into the water, waiting for the magic to answer his call. For several moments, nothing happened, and Rett feared that something had gone wrong.

“Soften, where are you? Time is running out.”

Rett’s palms sweated, and he felt his stomach clench, afraid they had come so far only to have a critical part of their plan fail at the crucial moment.

Ripples started in the water, moving out from the center. Rett breathed a sigh of relief and tried to relax into his magic, opening his mind and senses to receive Sofen’s input.

On the surface of the water, Rett could see the courtyard at Harrowmont. From the amount of activity, it seemed clear that the residents were getting ready for the new arrivals.

“Everything is prepared. We look forward to meeting your monks,” Sofen’s voice sounded in Rett’s head.

“Malachi and Kendrick are working the spells. We have Kristoph’s soul crystal. All the pieces are in place. Wish us luck.”

“The ghosts are active and strong. Lorella will be looking for ways they can help. She suspects that since Malachi is using necromancy to open the portal, they might be able to escort your people from one realm to another.”

“Are your friends in place?” Rett asked.

“Yes, everything is ready. Good luck.”

Some of the women Lady Sally Anne sheltered also had latent magic. When it became clear that the fight against Makary would reach even Harrowmont, the witches sheltered there taught the others as much as they could about harnessing their power.

Ghosts, psychic kids, and half-trained witches. Untried spells, desperate monks, and crossing between life and death. The kingdom’s fate hangs by a thread, depending on us. Strangest damn rescue in the history of rescues.

“Here we go,” Malachi muttered.

Brother Kendrick chanted in a language Rett didn’t recognize. The other monks—except for Tom—lit the mixture in their pottery bowls.

“From one, for all,” they said in unison as fires leapt in the bowls.

“Get your bundles and be ready,” Kendrick told them, and the monks hurried to comply.

Kendrick had kept Tom close to the main table, where he watched the magic with wide eyes. Rett handed two silver charms and an egg-shaped piece of quartz to Malachi as the stand-ins for the amulets and soul crystal they had to leave behind in Rune Keep.

“Let’s hope the reciprocity spell works.” Malachi murmured the incantation, and Rett felt the flow of magic, breathing a sigh of relief when he saw the crystal glow with an inner light. He cast a side glance at Tom to see if the young monk would feel anything at having the soul of the father he never knew so close at hand.

Kendrick and Malachi paced their spells, working different but complimentary magics in synchronicity. Rett felt the power build around him like a wind of pure energy, invisible but tangible. His scalp prickled, and the hair on the back of his arms rose.

Now Malachi outpaced Kendrick to open the portal before the spell holding Green Knoll together waned further.

“From a place of hiding to a place of refuge … from a space between to a safe haven … open, and let them pass.” Malachi spoke his words of power as he lifted the throbbing red crystal.

A crack like thunder rocked the cloister, and a fissure opened on one wall, splitting the plaster from ceiling to floor. It widened enough that even the broadest-shouldered monk could pass beyond … but on the other side lay only darkness.

The crystal flared a brilliant crimson, sending a shaft of blinding light through the gap and into the darkness. A shorter ray struck Tom in the chest, sending him reeling.

“I’m fine,” Tom gasped. “Keep going.”

“Sofen—the door’s open. Do you see it on your end?”

“There’s something out there!” one of the monks called from where they stood, lined up to leave when Malachi gave the word.

A glow started as a distant pinprick in the void, brightening steadily until it glared like a sunny day. The air in the room grew cold as ghosts streamed through the portal. Where only darkness had been seconds before, now a white hallway stretched off to connect the monastery with the parlor at Harrowmont.

“The ghosts are here to guide you,” Malachi told the others. “They have made the journey and assure that the portal leads where it should. Go now. Hurry!”

Pale but resolute, the first monk lifted his head, squared his shoulders, and muttered a prayer. Then he stepped through the broken wall into the white hallway and vanished within a few steps.

“Hold up!” Malachi said as the next monk moved forward. He glanced to Rett with a nod toward the scrying bowl.

“Sofen! What’s happening on your end? Do you see the portal? Did a monk just reach you?”

The water in the scrying bowl trembled, and then Rett could see Sofen’s face. “We see the doorway and the hall beyond. A plump blond man with a stack of books just fell into the parlor. He’s shaken but appears well.”

Rett shouted in triumph. “He made it!”

“Go,” Kendrick ordered. “One at a time, don’t dally.” As if to underscore the urgency, a tremor shook the cloister again, stronger now.

One monk and then the next passed the threshold, and Rett confirmed their arrival through his connection to Sofen.

“The ghosts are helping to hold the portal open and keep the corridor stable,” Malachi answered Rett’s unasked question. “The energy the monks raised is also helping—as is the crystal.”

“What is that?” Tom asked, fearful and curious.

“Your father’s soul,” Malachi answered. “King Kristoph, trapped by an enemy at the moment of his death. A bound soul holds tremendous energy.”

“It touched me,” Tom said in a voice tinged by fear and wonder.

“I suspect he recognized his son,” Malachi replied, meeting Rett’s gaze with a pointed look.

“They’re nearly all through,” Rett reported. Two more monks with their burdens of books awaited their turn.

The cloister shook again, pelting them with bits of plaster as cracks appeared.

Malachi turned to Tom. “Go. We’ll be right behind you.”

“What about that?” Tom asked, glancing at the crystal. “The king’s soul.”

Malachi managed a tense smile. “I mean to set him free. Another reason for you to be gone. I’m not sure what that will do. Best you be somewhere safe before we find out.”

“Thank you.” Tom made eye contact with Kendrick, Malachi, and Rett. “For everything.”

Rett knew that just in case, Tom was saying “goodbye.”

“See you on the other side,” Rett said. “Now hurry.”

“Sofen. Tom—Toland—is in the passageway. Two monks behind him, and then Kendrick. It’s going bad here fast.”

“The passage is holding steady on our end, and the ghosts are helping escort the newcomers through. They’re coming through in good shape. Just … be quick.”

The two monks in queue moved back to let Tom go first. Tom stepped up to the break in the wall, took a final look back at them and at the monastery and the life he was leaving behind, and then walked into the unknown.

As soon as Tom disappeared into the corridor to Harrowmont, a quake rocked the cloister.

“Hurry,” Kendrick told the last two monks. “Get out of here.”

The first monk moved into the passageway, and the quake shook the building again, widening the cracks in walls and dropping larger chunks of plaster from the ceiling. The second monk didn’t wait. He followed almost as soon as his companion cleared the doorway. This time, the tremors slid tables across the room.

“Sofen—what’s going on?”

“Tom made it through. The monk after him got thrown around in the passageway, even with the ghosts’ help. The second monk crawled out. I don’t know how much longer we can hold the corridor open. Hurry.”

“It’s breaking down,” Rett told Malachi and Kendrick. “We’d better go quickly.”

Kendrick repeated the same phrase over and over, pausing his spell without releasing the energy or completing it.

“It’s getting harder to hold the passage open,” Malachi said, strain clear in his voice. “I’m going to release Kristoph’s soul once you get to Harrowmont. I’m afraid that might tear what’s left of Green Knoll apart to do it here, and I want to make sure he isn’t trapped here somehow.”

Malachi looked to Rett. “Tell Sofen Kendrick’s coming through, then follow him into the tunnel.”

“I’m not leaving without you,” Rett snapped.

“I’ll follow. I don’t want Ridge hunting me down to avenge you,” Malachi replied, only partly in jest.

“We go together,” Rett grated. “So wrap it up.”

Malachi turned to Kendrick. “Bring what you need. Can you release the last of your spell from the corridor?”

Kendrick nodded. He never stopped chanting, but he nodded toward the break in the wall. The message was clear. Go.

“Not without you,” Rett repeated. “Your monks are going to need you to help them adjust to our world. Don’t you dare leave them on their own!”

Rett and Malachi moved to the opening, and Kendrick followed a few steps behind, still chanting. Another tremor shook the monastery, the worst so far. Part of the back wall came down in a haze of dust and rock.

Malachi carried the crystal. Rett grabbed the bundle of books he had asked Tom to pack for him and met Malachi’s gaze.

“You’d both better be right behind me. Kane will kill me if I come back without you, and then Ridge will kill him, and it’ll get messy.”

“I’m not playing the martyr,” Malachi accused him and gave him a gentle shove.

Rett stepped through the break in the wall and felt the energy shift around him. The corridor was as real—or unreal—as the monastery, and it roiled the magic that Rett possessed, making him jittery. He moved just far enough inside for Malachi to follow and breathed in relief when the mage joined him.

Malachi turned back toward the opening. “Come on,” he urged Kendrick.

Kendrick still chanted, but he stopped just inside the entrance. Rett read his intention clearly in his face and knew that the senior monk meant to wait to finish his spell until he and Malachi were clear.

Rett dove forward, grabbing Kendrick by the wrist, and pulled him into the corridor. He pushed the bundle of books into Kendrick’s hands.

“Run!” he yelled, dragging Kendrick with him. As soon as Kendrick left the monastery, the building collapsed with a roar in a haze of smoke and falling rock.

The corridor lurched, then rose and fell like a wave on a choppy sea. Rett, Malachi, and Kendrick staggered, struggling to stay on their feet as the passageway shook and jerked like a ship on wild seas. They stumbled from side to side, trying to keep their footing.

Sofen stood at the end of the hallway, beckoning frantically.

Kendrick kept chanting, and Rett knew he was trying to anchor the cloister end until they reached safety at Harrowmont. The unraveling of the spell, however, seemed to have other plans. The monastery dining room became a heap of rubble and then a swirling haze of colors.

The white corridor dimmed, shaking hard enough that it threw all three men to their knees. Rett couldn’t gauge how far it was to Harrowmont because the corridor seemed to stretch and contract around them.

“Where are the ghosts?” Rett managed as he dragged Kendrick toward Sofen and safety.

“They’re anchoring the far end for as long as they can,” Malachi managed, crawling on his hands and knees and trying to keep his balance as the floor beneath them tilted and heaved.

Kendrick cast a worried glance behind them. “We’re almost out of time—Green Knoll is gone.”

Rett looked over his shoulder and saw nothing but darkness where the monastery used to be. Harrowmont was only a few yards away, across the chasm from wherever Green Knoll once existed. Kendrick had stopped chanting since the unraveling of the spell that created the cloister was complete.

“Not much farther,” Sofen urged, shouting from the parlor. “Come on. The ghosts can’t hold on much longer.”

Rett glanced behind them and realized that the corridor was shrinking from the Green Knoll end.

We might not make it.

While the passageway had shortened behind them, it seemed like the distance to safety had expanded. Rett crawled as fast as he could, knocked from one side to the other as the floor beneath him buckled, and pushed Kendrick ahead of them toward Harrowmont.

We’ve run out of time. Malachi and I need to return to Rune Keep.

“Brother Kendrick!” Tom shoved Sofen out of the way and dove into the corridor. He grabbed Kendrick by the arm. “You are not dying on my watch,” he said as he hauled the man across the threshold.

Tom turned back to Rett and Malachi. “Hurry home,” he urged. “Thank you.”

The crystal flared crimson, and a flash of light bathed what remained of the hallway. Rett knew the fragile magic around them was collapsing. He grabbed Malachi’s wrist. Behind them, the hallway disappeared with a roar, and the opening in the parlor wall vanished.

Rett found himself lying on his back at Rune Keep, staring at the ceiling, amazed to still be alive. Malachi lifted the glowing crystal in his right hand, bathed in its crimson light.

“Go now to your rest and be at peace,” Malachi said. “Your heir is safe. Thank you for delivering us. You will be remembered with honor.”

The crystal’s light intensified until Rett had to look away, and still, it seared through his eyelids, lighting everything in a bloody hue. A wave of energy swept past Rett and then the cold of a powerful ghost hit. When he opened his eyes, the crystal in Malachi’s hand was dull white, lifeless.

“He’s gone,” Malachi said quietly. “His soul is free.”

“I can’t believe we’re still alive.” Rett felt thunderstruck. Ridge and Kane hurried to make certain they weren’t injured. Rett pushed himself to sit, and Henri brought them all tea.

“Kristoph saved us,” Rett said. “I didn’t think we were going to make it.”

“It was a near thing,” Malachi admitted, accepting Kane’s assistance to sit. “The timing worked for my ‘passage through the Veil’ spell and Kendrick’s unraveling magic. But since you and I weren’t physically present to go to Harrowmont, we had to get clear of Green Knoll but return here. We might have made it … but it would have been close. Kristoph’s soul energy made the difference.”

“Where’s his soul now?” Ridge eyed the dull crystal in Malachi’s hand.

“Elsewhere. I don’t know whether he has chosen to move on or will stay here as a ghost. I’ve heard stories about the ghosts of past kings being part of the coronation ceremony, but I never knew if it was true,” Malachi said. “I guess we might find out when Toland takes the throne.”


Chapter Thirteen

“No one seems worse for the wear,” Edvard said, visible and audible with the help of Malachi’s magic. “The monks are a bit flummoxed at being back in the outside world. Tom is making the adjustment to being Toland, heir to the throne. Lady Sally Anne is working with Kendrick on Toland’s tutoring and catching him up on the politics of late.”

“That’ll make him wish to be back in Green Knoll for certain,” Ridge said with a groan.

“Perhaps,” Edvard allowed with a small smile, “but he and the other monks seem to be making a valiant effort to adjust.”

“How are Lady Sally Anne and Lorella—and the other residents of Harrowmont—dealing with an influx of newcomers?” Kane asked, bemused.

Edvard chuckled. “The monks were immediately drawn to the farm and the livestock and offered to work for their keep. I think they welcomed something familiar. As for the others, apparently, it’s become quite popular to spend the evenings telling stories in the parlor, a way for new and old residents to learn about one another. Lorella joins in from time to time, telling tales the ghosts pass on to her.”

“Sofen and the ghosts saved our asses,” Rett said. “Everything fell apart a little too quickly for comfort, there at the end.”

Two days had passed since Rett and Malachi returned from Green Knoll. Both men had slept for much of that time, waking only to eat meals Henri prepared before falling back into deep—and thankfully, dreamless—sleep.

“Brother Kendrick and Toland wanted me to ask what comes next,” Edvard added.

“Tell them to sit tight for now,” Kane replied. “The Witch Lord is still out there somewhere. He might have been damaged when Bonner burned, but I don’t think it took Makary out of the game. We need to find him and destroy him. Until that happens, Toland isn’t safe outside Harrowmont.”

“I will pass that along,” Edvard answered somberly. “Lady Sally Anne asked me to assure you that she has increased Harrowmont’s already strict security on Toland’s behalf, and they are prepared to guard him with their lives.”

“I’m glad they’ve taken precautions, but let’s hope it doesn’t come to that,” Ridge said.

“Now that we’ve handled Green Knoll, finding Makary moves to the top of the list.” Rett leaned back in his chair and cradled a cup of whiskey. “We also need Gil to help us figure out who’s left at the palace and in the council that was loyal to Kristoph and who needs to be removed before we risk sending Toland into that snake pit. We’ve gone through too much to have him be assassinated by a Witch Lord loyalist.”

“I’ve already spoken with Gil. He and Luc are working that angle. We don’t want to tip our hand about Toland’s existence or location, but you’re right about needing to secure the palace,” Malachi agreed.

“Has Luc heard anything out of Rhodlann?” Ridge asked. “We were lucky that the last ‘invasion’ was set up by Makary, but Rhodlann surely knows that Landria is without a king or an heir. Someone’s going to spot an opportunity, if not to annex territory, then to interfere with trade.”

“It would be nice if there was a kingdom left for Toland to rule,” Henri spoke up from his spot near the fire. He stirred sauce for the chicken that roasted on a spit.

“I keep thinking about what Makary is likely to do next,” Rett mused. “I don’t think he’s the type to give up and slink away. If he’s alive, he’ll try again. Are there any mages who would be willing to ally with him now that he’s gotten his last two partners killed?”

“I doubt that’s common knowledge, even among witches,” Malachi observed. “There are always ambitious fools who think they’re smarter than everyone around them. I have no doubt that Makary could find another magic user as a partner if that presented an opportunity.”

He set his cup aside. “I’m just not sure what direction Makary’s next attack will come from—but I’m certain he hasn’t given up yet. If anything, I suspect he’s more desperate than ever.”

“Cornered animals are the most dangerous,” Kane said. “Makary has no fallback. Rhodlann isn’t likely to want him, given the trouble he’s caused. The new king certainly won’t be friendly. After all the nobles whose deaths he’s caused—directly or indirectly—I can’t imagine that anyone would be quick to grant him sanctuary, aside from it being treason to shelter him.”

“So we do what we always do—keep an ear to the ground,” Ridge replied. “Burke’s herald peddlers might stumble onto something valuable. Gil and Luc are positioned to hear news in the city and at court. Rumor has it that Kane here is the best spy in the kingdom,” he teased.

“Damn right,” Kane affirmed.

“Although Henri might give him a run for his money,” Rett joked.

Henri tut-tutted. “Don’t get me in trouble. I’m not a spy. I’m a valet. I just happened to be well-connected,” he added with a grin.

“Rett and I can work with Sofen and the monks to see what comes of the books they rescued from Green Knoll,” Malachi mused. “There may be possibilities we have yet to uncover that could be helpful.”

“Now that the ghosts have gotten organized, we should be able to help keep an eye on things and carry information,” Edvard volunteered. “Like you said—ghosts make great spies.”

Ridge looked to Kane. “You could be out of a job,” he teased.

Kane made a dismissive noise. “Sure, they can walk through walls, but can they carry things back out?” His lips twitched with a hint of a smile.

“Once we’re through with kings and successions, I plan to find us a nice little pub we can buy at the seaside, learn to brew beer, and find a gem of a local distillery,” Henri said, stretching out by the fire. “Of course, close friends who visit stay free,” he added with a grin.

Ridge raised a glass with the others in a toast to days to come. Their work was far from over, with the Witch Lord missing, the throne still empty, and the looming threat of war.

Right now, in this moment, I’ve got good food, strong whiskey, and friends I trust with my life. We’re safe, warm, and dry. We’ve got a chance of saving the kingdom—with a little luck.

Nothing’s guaranteed. But I’ll take those odds.
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