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MASTER OF CROWS

 


"…I can't gush enough about this
book!...Master Of Crows is a lush, enthralling tale I'll read again
and again!..."The deep and darkly sexy Silhara is one of my
favorite heroes ever! Every time I eat an orange, I think of him
with a sigh…Martise is everything you could hope for in a
heroine."

 


—Robin L. Rotham

Author of Alien
Overnight

_________________________

 


... Martise sucked in a
sharp breath, enthralled by her first sight of the Master of
Crows.

A living flame in the
begrimed room, he burned with a cold, still fire. Long scarlet
robes swirled around his ankles like bloodied smoke. Taller than
most men and lean, he wore his black hair in a tight braid that
fell over his shoulder. The severe style accentuated a
sun-burnished face neither handsome nor kind but carved from the
same rock strewn across the courtyard. His black eyes and aquiline
nose reminded her of those Kurman nomads she’d sometimes seen in
the markets, selling their rugs and weaponry. Her belly tightened
in dread as he gazed at her and Cumbria with sloe-eyed
malevolence.

"I see you didn't get lost.
A pity…"
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“Yield to me, Master of
Crows, and I will make you ruler of kingdoms.”

Silhara of Neith groaned and doubled
over, clutching his midriff. Blood streamed from his nose and
dripped on the balcony’s worn stones. The god’s voice, familiar and
insidious, wrapped around his mind. Transfixed beneath the rays of
a jaundiced star, he huddled against the crumbling parapet,
fighting an evil the priests assumed long vanquished.

The god seduced him, filled his head
with images fantastic and horrific—sacrificial blood pooling on a
killing stone, armies marching across a sun-scorched desert, a sea
of starving people kneeling in adulation. Magic surged through him,
a colossal power bred of hate. Unstoppable. Terrifying. He was
drunk on the knowledge that the armies moved on his orders, and the
people worshipped at his feet. The victims sacrificed were offered
to the god, and Silhara reigned over all before him.

The voice sang its
malevolent song. ”You will be an emperor
unchallenged, a sorcerer unequaled.”

Silhara ground his teeth against the
agony splitting his skull. “And be a thrall to a beggar god?” His
lips bled with the question. “I will not yield.”

Soft laughter echoed
within him. “You will, Avatar. You always
do."

The god released him suddenly, a
wrenching pull that almost sucked the marrow from his bones. He
cried out and dropped to his knees. The visions and the voice
faded, leaving an unseen foulness in their wake. The saltiness of
blood burned his throat; sweat and urine drenched his robes.
Poisonous light pulsed from the yellow star above him.

Silhara collapsed on the balcony
floor. “Help me,” he prayed to no one.

His servant found him hours later as
the rising sun set fire to the eastern horizon. Silhara clambered
to his feet beneath Gurn’s steadying hands. The giant gazed in
sympathy, gesturing at the mage’s face. Silhara touched his nose,
tracing a rough, crusted line from nostril to jaw.

“Blood?”

The servant nodded and nudged him
toward his room. Silhara ignored him and gazed at the star
suspended like a cats-eye moonstone on an invisible cord. No true
illumination flowed from the star’s center, only a turbid haze that
suffocated the sky.

“Gurn, can you see the
star?”

Gurn shook his head, blunt features
wary. His hands traced intricate patterns, and Silhara sighed, his
suspicions confirmed. While anyone possessing a thread of intuition
might sense the god’s presence, the Gifted alone saw the physical
manifestation. The priests of Conclave were surely running around
in their seaside fortress, panicked over the knowledge that their
illustrious forbearers had ultimately failed to defeat the god
called Corruption.

Suspicious of Silhara’s activities and
resentful of his refusal to swear allegiance to them, the
priests—pretentious clerics who couldn’t scratch their backsides
without uttering an incantation—would turn a baleful eye on him
now. Still, the malevolent force hovering at his back and
slithering into his consciousness with promises of untold power and
subjugation made Conclave nothing more than a nuisance by
comparison.

Silhara picked at his soiled robes,
disgusted. Corruption’s presence lingered in the smell of his
sweat, his clothing, even his hair. He spat twice, ridding himself
of its taste. “That parasite has reduced me to a babe,” he said. “I
pissed myself.”

He stripped off the ruined garments,
dropping them in a damp pile at his feet. Naked and shivering in
the cool, pre-dawn air, he motioned Gurn back and recited a spell.
His clothes burst into flame, leaving a circle of blackened ash on
the stone pavers.

Gurn’s mouth turned down in
disapproval. Silhara smiled. He knew that look. Paupers did not
destroy good clothing, no matter the justification. “They had
Corruption’s stench on them, Gurn.” Just as he did now. “Power like
that defiles whatever it touches.”

He strode to his room, grateful for
the warmth from the hearth fire blazing in the corner. Gurn had
brought wash water and laid a clean, threadbare shirt and breeches
across the bed. Silhara went directly to the wash bowl, desperate
to scrub Corruption’s taint off his skin. He reached for the
sponge, hands still trembling from the residual shock of the god’s
assault.

The subtle voice returned,
whispered in his mind. “Welcome me,
servant reborn.”

Silhara growled low in his throat. He
couldn’t deny such seduction, more deft than the practiced hand of
any painted whore. The visions of empires at his feet and limitless
power at his fingertips were the god’s bait. Greater men than he
had fallen before such temptation, and there were many men greater
than he.

Gurn’s light touch on his shoulder
brought him back to earth, and he banished the enticing thoughts.
Blood from his nose trickled onto his hand and ran across his
knuckles.

“Peace, Gurn,” he said. “I’m not
broken yet.” The servant’s eyes narrowed at his words, but he
stepped away and allowed his master his bath.

Water sluiced over Silhara’s arms and
torso as he issued instructions. “Prepare one of the chambers on
the third floor—whichever one doesn’t have a hole in the roof.”
Gurn’s eyebrows rose. “I’m inviting a guest to Neith.”

The giant servant’s eyebrows lifted
higher.

Gurn’s reaction amused him. No one
visited Neith. The manor’s reputation as the home of a dark mage—a
crow wizard—kept all comers at bay, and Silhara encouraged that
reputation, uninterested in entertaining dull aristocrats or
killing young sorcerers intent on making names for themselves by
challenging the notorious Master of Crows.

Circumstances had changed. As much as
Silhara despised the idea, he needed Conclave’s help. Nothing was
immune to destruction, not even a god. The priests returned his
contempt in full measure, but they might each use the other in the
common goal of defeating Corruption. Conclave was known to turn a
blind eye to crow mages and their forbidden arts if such practices
aided them. Silhara wanted one of Conclave’s novitiates, a
cleric-scribe versed in ancient tomes, one with knowledge of
forgotten and arcane languages. Killing a god required magic far
older and much darker than a Conclave ritual, and such knowledge
was often buried in dead languages or ancient scrolls. Conclave had
its strictures, but its scribes were unmatched in their skills for
translations. He had little doubt an exception to the ban on
reading the black arcana would be granted if necessary.

Morning brought burgeoning sunlight
streaming through the open window as he finished his bath. A
discordant caw greeted the day, followed by a symphony of like
calls. A black mantle of crow wings burst from the orange grove,
blotting the sky before veering north to circle the
manor.

The mage smiled. He’d send his letter
by messenger crow. The priests would cluck, conjecture and wonder
why the Master of Crows, who had always rejected their overtures
and insistence for allegiance, suddenly asked for aid. They would
answer, eager for the chance to place a Conclave spy in his
house.

He turned away from the window, from
Corruption’s star still hovering low on the horizon, and sat at his
writing table. The surface lay buried beneath scrolls, inkwells and
broken quills. Finding one quill still whole, he pulled a piece of
blank parchment from beneath a stack of manuscripts and dipped the
quill in a nearby inkwell. For a moment, the tip hovered over the
paper. Silhara smirked and wrote.

The old gods are not dead.
Your demon has awakened…
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Martise studied the long path leading
to Neith manor and considered whether she was an apprentice or a
sacrifice. The scent of curse magic streamed from the fog-shrouded
road, making her nostrils twitch.

“I still allow you the choice,
Martise, but there’s no turning away once we take this
road.”

She gazed at her master, saw the
silver chain holding her spirit stone threaded through his fingers.
Cut into flawless facets that caught the sunlight and bounced
rainbows into her eyes, the azure jewel was the cage for a part of
her soul. Memories assailed her. At seven years old, she’d been
terrified of the stern, beak-nosed priest who’d assessed her with
an icy, measuring eye and bought her from a starving mother with a
handful of coins. He’d enslaved her with a magic that had made her
scream in agony, one that ensured she would serve the house of
Asher until her death or until Cumbria sold her and passed on the
secret of the stone to a new master. Or until she won her
freedom.

Her resolve strengthened. Desperate
people didn’t have the luxury of fear. There were things worth
dying for, even if the endeavor failed.

“I haven’t changed my mind, Your
Grace.”

She didn’t lower her eyes as Cumbria,
the High Bishop of Conclave, stared at her, his graven face harsh
in the late afternoon light. Whatever he saw in her expression
satisfied him. He motioned to his three retainers waiting nearby
with the horses. One approached, bearing a large crow on his
forearm. The bird hopped to Cumbria’s outstretched arm, fluttering
dark wings until he ran a gentle finger down the feathered
back.

“Micah. My best watcher. He will act
as the messenger between us. Silhara’s groves are infested with
crows. One more won’t be noticed. When you have information, call
Micah down using the Nanteri lullaby. He will deliver your
message.”

The crow squawked once in protest as
the bishop lifted his arm and sent him skyward. He flew south, over
the gnarled Solaris oaks guarding Neith’s road, toward Corruption’s
star.

Cumbria relayed his instructions to
the retainer. “Stay here and tend the horses. They won’t walk the
path willingly. I should return in no more than two hours.” He
frowned, a spark of anger flitting through his gray eyes. “I doubt
Silhara will do anything foolish, but if I don’t return at the
appointed time, summon my brethren. They’ll know what to
do.”

The servant bowed. Martise might have
pitied his lot and those of his comrades. Dressed in the heavy
livery robes of the Asher household, they would broil in the
merciless summer heat as they waited for their master’s return, but
the reciprocal pity in the servant’s eyes squelched her own. He and
the others might sweat like mules, but they remained behind in a
far safer place.

Cumbria tapped her shoulder. “Come,
Martise. It will be dark soon, and I’ve no wish to linger
here.”

A seeping cold penetrated her layered
clothing the moment they stepped onto the road, and the scent of
dark magic blanketed the air. She peered over her shoulder, half
expecting the sun-filled plain behind her to have disappeared, cut
off by more of the sinuous mists caressing her ankles.

Bathed in natural light, the sea of
swaying grass remained, beckoning her away from the gloom and a
dangerous task. She turned her back before temptation took
hold.

Cumbria sneered. “Typical of him.
Silhara would find a means to scare off visitors or lost travelers
who come too near Neith.”

They continued on, their steps
strangely muffled on the gravel as they passed beneath the thick
canopy of Solaris oaks. Martise had always admired the stately
giants with their widespread branches and thick foliage. Most
wealthy manors had them planted along their grand entrances—avenues
preparing guests for even grander homes.

The road to Neith, however, left a
different impression. The great oaks offered respite from the heat
but cast the surroundings in semi-darkness. Black, crippled limbs
arched overhead, twining together in a grappling dance, as if each
tree sought to wrench its adversary from the roots.

Not only did the trees quell the
light, but so did those smaller things growing beneath them. Weak
sunlight pierced the gloom in a few places and faded midway to the
ground, snuffed by stunted shrubbery dressed in gray leaves and
menacing thorns.

She hugged herself for comfort and
warmth. “This is a dark place,” she whispered.

As if punctuating her words, a lean
phantom shape burst from a stand of bushes, running low and fast
before disappearing into the forest depths. Martise gasped and
closed the gap between her and the bishop.

“What was that?” She
peered into the wood’s murk, half afraid of what she might
see.

Cumbria’s voice, normally forceful and
carrying, was stifled. He shrugged. “Who can say? A leopard. A
fox.” He scowled. “Something more unnatural. Silhara is a dark
mage, and his mentor, the first Master of Crows, experimented
with…things. Any number of horrors may roam these
woods.”

He noted her shudder. “The manor will
be your greatest protection, Martise. Never seek sanctuary in this
wood.”

Her skin danced around her body at his
words.

They completed their journey without
further incident, though she sensed something watched them–either a
shadow of the wood or the misshapen trees themselves.

The forest gave way to a treeless
courtyard flooded in sunlight and framed by dilapidated metal
gates. A hot breeze spun off the plain, dissipating the unnatural
chill permeating the forest.

The gates swayed and creaked in the
wind like bones hanging from a gallows tree. A rusted chain and
lock fastening them struck the metal with a dissonant
clang.

Beyond, the remains of a large manor
sprawled across a stretch of rocky terrain and withered grass. The
structure’s western half was reduced to rubble, as if smashed by a
giant hand. Broken stones and mortar littered the courtyard, and
the skeleton of a winding staircase spiraled into nothingness.
Rotting fabric clung to the splintered risers, fluttering in the
wind. She was hemmed in by the bleak and the dead.

Martise turned away from the ruins and
surveyed the part of the manor still intact. Graceful arches and
spires, silhouetted against the setting sun, reflected an age
before men reigned supreme, when those who built Neith and laid the
path to it had not yet vanished into history.

Her eyes widened when a figure
suddenly emerged from the remnants of the west wing, as if rising
from the parched ground. No one had lurked in that spot moments
ago, and the giant approaching them couldn’t have stayed hidden
from view long. Dressed in a tunic sporting the Neithian coat of
arms, he crossed the courtyard in graceful strides despite his
gangly form and size. His bald pate glistened in the afternoon
light.

He smiled a greeting and motioned with
huge hands that they step aside so he could open the gates. Martise
considered his strange sign language and wordless commands. A mute.
Somehow that didn’t surprise her, here in this eerie place
forgotten by the living world.

The chain and lock fell away as the
gates swung open on a thin scream. Martise stayed close as Cumbria
strode into the courtyard. The bishop ignored the servant, but she
smiled shyly and nodded as she passed. He grinned in
return.

He overtook the bishop, directing them
to the part of the manor still intact. They halted in front of an
ornately carved door weathered by the elements. A trickle of
nervous sweat slid between her breasts.

She stiffened in
self-reproach. Images of her spirit stone in Cumbria’s hand flashed
in her mind, and she admonished herself. So far they had seen
shadows in the wood, a ruined estate and a mute servant. Nothing
truly frightening. But she couldn’t rid herself of the tiny voice
that said “They are all ruled by a crow
wizard, and soon he will rule you as well.”

To her relief, nothing
attacked them when they entered the house. Bursin’s wings, when did
you become such a coward? She reddened, shamed by her fright.
Braver souls were more suited for this work. Again that inner voice
taunted her. But few are as
motivated.

They moved from an empty vestibule
into a more spacious room suffused in muted sunlight. Martise
blinked until her eyes adjusted, then gasped at the sight before
her.

Lost beneath a shroud of dust, the
main hall’s faded grandeur left her breathless. Blackened timbers
soared above her head, their beams crossing in a massive spider's
web of support for the lofty ceiling. An enormous fireplace
stretched across one wall, the mantel and surround carved into the
shapes of mythical beasts entwined in eternal combat. This was once
a grand place, far larger than Cumbria’s estate–a place built for
kings and their fighting champions.

How low the great had sunk. Brittle
rushes snapped beneath their feet. The few pieces of furniture
stood gray with dirt, and the tapestries bore moth holes. Light
filtered through windows caked in layers of grime, creating a false
gloaming. Though the walls still stood, the hall was abandoned as
surely as the west wing’s battered ruins.

The servant bent, patting a cushioned
stool in a coaxing gesture. A cloud of dust swirled into the air.
Cumbria's lip curled in disgust.

"No, I don’t want to sit." He gathered
his robes around him and took in his surroundings. "No better than
a hovel. Why should have I expected more?"

Martise stared at the bishop, shocked
by his rudeness. She glanced at the servant and saw his smile fade
to a blank, waiting stare. She knew that look—had used it often
with her master.

Cumbria frowned and kicked the stool
out of his path. "Well," he snapped. “Get on with it, man. I won’t
linger at your master's pleasure. Fetch him!"

The servant shrugged before
disappearing into a corridor dimly lit by tallow candles in bent
sconces. Their flames flickered as he passed.

Cumbria’s voice resonated with
loathing. “An insolent servant to an insolent carrion mage. See
what happens when you elevate street filth?”

He touched her arm. “Guard your words
and remain silent unless he addresses you, Martise. Silhara is fond
of entrapment. He possesses a sharp tongue and has eviscerated more
than one hapless opponent in a conversation. You’d be no
match.”

Martise lowered her head and hid her
smile. Cumbria had chosen her for this endeavor because of her
abilities, among them the talents for staying silent and unnoticed.
His warning amused her and revealed a hint of his unease in the
upcoming meeting. How interesting that a man didn’t always admire
his own traits in another.

The mute servant reappeared, followed
by a slender shadow silhouetted against the hallway’s weak light.
Cumbria stood rigid next to her as their host emerged from the
shadows. Martise sucked in a sharp breath, enthralled by her first
sight of the Master of Crows.

A living flame in the begrimed room,
he burned with a cold, still fire. Long scarlet robes swirled
around his ankles like bloodied smoke. Taller than most men and
lean, he wore his black hair in a tight braid that fell over his
shoulder. The severe style accentuated a sun-burnished face neither
handsome nor kind but carved from the same rock strewn across the
courtyard. His black eyes and aquiline nose reminded her of those
Kurman nomads she’d sometimes seen in the markets, selling their
rugs and weaponry. Her belly tightened in dread as he gazed at her
and Cumbria with sloe-eyed malevolence.

"I see you didn't get lost. A pity. To
what do I owe the honor of your august presence, Your Grace? I
expected a Conclave minion. Instead I get the High Bishop
himself."

His deep voice grated against her
ears, broken and harsh, as if he forced the words from a ruined
throat. Contempt laced his greeting, and a scornful half-smile
curved his lips.

Cumbria’s face froze. The antipathy
between the two men swelled in the room, seeping into the walls and
floors.

“Still ruler of your squalid little
kingdom, Silhara?” Cumbria’s derisive stare raked the servant. “You
and your army of one."

Silhara’s rough laughter drifted
through the room. "King of Filth, Master of Crows. What will be my
title tomorrow, Your Grace? As usual, Conclave can never reach a
final decision."

The bishop’s eyes burned. "'Tis a
shame they didn't choke the life out of you all those years
ago."

In her years of serving Cumbria and
the house of Asher, Martise had never seen the patriarch on the
edge of losing control. His counsel for silence made more sense
now. Even he found it difficult maintaining a level head around the
sorcerer.

Silhara’s dark eyes narrowed; his
tanned features paled. Cumbria's curious statement had drawn
blood.

"'Tis a testimony to the will and
longevity of wickedness, Your Grace. It does not go down
easily."

Silhara’s hard face suddenly relaxed,
and Martise’s instincts buzzed in warning. Mercurial and shrewd,
he’d make a deadly adversary. Suddenly the price of her freedom
seemed too high, and she wished herself back in the familiar warmth
and comfort of the kitchens at home.

Suspicion glittered in that obsidian
gaze as he scrutinized her. He addressed Cumbria without looking
away from her, and her burgeoning fear of him transformed to
instant dislike.

"Never let it be said this emperor
cannot be gracious. You have made a long journey. Gurn will bring
tea. You can tell me of your trip and the pet you have brought for
my entertainment."
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Silhara admired an accomplished liar.
He was one himself. The skill was among the few things he could
stomach about Cumbria of Asher. So why did the High Bishop of
Conclave, a master at fabrication, weave a tale so poorly
constructed?

In the comfort of his study his guests
drank their tea. The woman, a small, drab creature, perched on the
edge of her seat. For an apprentice, she was long in the tooth. Nor
did she seem interested in her future teacher. Her gaze traveled
the room, resting briefly on the table containing his potions then
to the scrolls stacked haphazardly in one corner. Cumbria’s ward?
Not likely. This was no poor relation dependent on Asher
generosity. Still, Cumbria had selected her as Silhara’s apprentice
for a reason, and Silhara never underestimated the wily
cleric.

The silence in the room thickened
until Cumbria frowned and abandoned any show of enjoying his
tea.

“Well? Will she do? You’ve requested
an apprentice. I have brought you one. Martise is a good girl,
obedient and intelligent. She will serve you well.”

Silhara drummed his fingers on the
desk. “I asked for a cleric with a strong back and knowledge of the
arcane languages. You bring me your…ward. She has no extended
training, no noticeable manifestation of the Gift, no hint of any
talent.” He flicked a sharpened quill with thumb and forefinger and
watched it roll across a stack of parchment. “My dog is obedient
and my servant intelligent. What use will this girl be to me?” He’d
expected a spy from Conclave, just not an inept one with no
magery.

The bishop stiffened in his chair, “If
you wanted a farm hand, you shouldn’t have applied to Conclave,” he
snapped. He took a steadying breath. “Martise is a skilled scribe
and translator and has the Gift. She was once schooled at Conclave.
The mage-finders sense her magic. We have put her in a room crowded
with Conclave priests, and the dogs seek her first.” He paused, his
expression souring. “Despite your reputation as a carrion
practitioner, you’re also a sorcerer of renown. The Luminary
believes if anyone can make Martise’s Gift manifest, you
can.”

Silhara studied his new apprentice.
She returned his gaze, her plain features placid. Not likely. He’d
deal with a Conclave minion, but not one hand-picked and delivered
by his most hated adversary.

“An intriguing puzzle, to be sure, but
I have little time for indulging in the vagaries of the Gift’s
blessings. I require an apprentice capable of complex translations
and simple enchantments that take more of my time than I can now
give. Like Conclave, my first priority is defeating
Corruption.”

“Is it?” Skepticism peppered Cumbria’s
question.

Silhara smirked. He’d wagered with
Gurn over whether or not the bishop might reveal his suspicions.
“Concerned, Your Grace? Even a carrion mage like me can help in
some small way. Or do you represent the entire canonry in your
doubts?”

Cumbria’s voice turned sly. “Surely,
the god speaks to you, tempts you with all manner of promises, if
only you give the loyalty you refuse Conclave?”

Silhara’s amusement evaporated. If
Cumbria knew what dreams plagued his slumber at night, what
whispering evil seduced him, even in the light of day, Conclave’s
unease would turn to outright witch-hunting.

Martise had remained silent since
first entering his domain, offering no hint of her character. If he
refused her, it would alarm the priests even more.

“Martise of Asher.” He smiled when she
stiffened. “His Grace has spoken for you during this entire
meeting. Have you no words? Or did you suffer as my servant and
have your tongue cut out?”

He followed her gaze to Gurn. The
servant gave her an encouraging nod. Silhara might have considered
her easily intimidated, save for that calm demeanor.

“No, sir, I’m no mute. It is rude to
speak out of turn, is it not?”

He stilled at her question. Bursin’s
wings, what generous god blessed this woman with such a voice?
Refined and sensual, it possessed a silky quality, as if she
physically caressed him.

The contrast between her dulcet tones
and bland appearance startled him. Before she spoke, Martise had
faded into her surroundings, forgotten. Now she shone, riveting the
attention of anyone within hearing distance. He glanced at Cumbria
who treated him to a smug smile.

He didn’t like being caught off guard
and lashed out. “Far be it from me that I compromise the deportment
of a lady. I wouldn’t tempt a well-trained dog into forgetting the
commands of ‘Fetch’ and ‘Sit’.”

Her jaw tightened. She dropped her
gaze, but not before he saw the sparks of anger in her eyes. Not so
docile as one might first believe, yet his new apprentice exercised
admirable control over her emotions. Behavior of a long-time
servant. Cumbria had indeed brought him a spy.

He rested his elbows on the desk.
Negotiations were at hand. “I will take your ward,” he paused for
effect, “for three months, no more. If I cannot find what Gift lies
within her, I will send her back to you. I have no interest in
feeding an additional mouth any longer than necessary.”

Cumbria frowned. “Six months, and I
will pay her keep.”

The coins clinked as he placed a small
velvet bag atop a stack of parchment. The girl visibly flinched and
blushed to the roots of her hair.

“Four,” Silhara said, “And I keep the
entire amount.” He hefted the sack in his palm, ignoring the
bishop’s derisive smile.

Cumbria stood, brushing imaginary dust
from his robes. “A bargain is struck then. Four months.” He wasted
no time taking his leave, his concern for his ward now a thing of
the past.

Martise rose stiffly from her chair
and faced Cumbria.

Silhara stood as well and leaned
against the edge of his desk. The bishop frowned at his
informality. Silhara raised an eyebrow. “You are High Bishop of
Conclave. I’ve sworn no allegiance to Conclave, Your Grace. You are
nothing more than a mage like me.”

Martise stepped back in alarm at
Cumbria’s murderous expression. Thin lines of crimson light coiled
around his twitching fingers.

“Never compare yourself to me, crow
wizard!” His face was skeletal in the fading light, hatred
blackening his gray eyes.

Silhara waited, his hands
and arms tingling with defensive magic. Do
it, old man, he thought. Give me a reason, so I may
blast you into oblivion.

Cumbria took a deep breath and raised
his chin in haughty dismissal before turning his back and striding
to the door.

Silhara couldn’t resist goading him a
final time. “Have you no farewell for your beloved ward, Your
Grace?”

The question halted the High Bishop.
He returned to Martise, grasped her hand in a courtly gesture and
bowed stiffly.

“Good fortune favor you,
Martise.”

The statement’s fervor surprised
Silhara, but it was Martise’s reaction that fascinated him
most.

Her hand jerked in the bishop’s grip,
and her thin smile wavered. “A fair moon above you, Mas...
Sir.”

Her eyes widened at her blunder, and
Cumbria winced. Silhara smirked.

Cumbria glared at him. “I take my
leave of you. You will keep Conclave abreast of any changes in the
Corruption’s actions? The Luminary feels he can trust you, though I
cannot fathom why.”

Silhara shrugged. “My honest face,
perhaps?”

The bishop sneered and stalked out of
the room, slamming the door behind him. Gurn tried following, but
Silhara stopped him.

“Don’t bother. He’ll find his way and
won’t appreciate your guidance. He is, after all, the High Bishop
of Conclave. He can take care of himself.”

Gurn shrugged and pointed at Martise,
who stared longingly at the door. Silhara strolled around the desk,
skirting the chairs and a pile of scrolls, until he stood in front
of the girl. She met his eyes, her features serene.

Clearly, Cumbria had not chosen her as
a means of seducing him into revealing some heresy. No beauty by
the kindest standard, she reminded him of a peahen, lackluster and
brown. Her clothing was good quality but ill-fitting, as if
borrowed, and hung on her small body like empty grain sacks. Wisps
of dull russet hair framed a pale face. Her eyes were
interesting–the color of new copper and framed by dark lashes, but
they didn’t save her looks. Overall, she was a drab creature, one
who went unnoticed and unremarked in a crowd.

Her voice was another matter. Capable
of lulling wyverns to sleep and calling men to worship, it
bewitched him. The striking disparity between her voice and plain
features was intriguing. Did her Gift lie somewhere in the sultry
cadence of her words? As soon as he questioned it, he abandoned the
notion. Such a talent was too obvious. Martise of Asher—ward,
servant, informant—possessed the Gift. What made her magic
manifest, no one knew–yet.

“Why are you here?”

“You asked for me, Master.”

A coiling heat wrapped around his
body, and he fought closing his eyes in the sheer pleasure of
hearing those melodic tones.

“Master. That address comes to you
easily, as if you have used it your entire life.”

His point struck home. A hint of
unease drifted across her face before falling behind that passive
mask.

“Would you prefer something
else?”

“No.” He signaled to Gurn. “No need to
invoke impropriety here.”

He opened the door. “Gurn will see you
to your chambers. You’ll have your supper there.”

What a shame if he were forced to
murder her to protect himself. The world would be a lesser place
deprived of such a stunning voice. A long-suffering look settled
over her face, as if she tolerated him through sheer force of will.
He frowned.

“Take your rest early tonight. We rise
with the sun. You’ll start earning your keep, and I’ll introduce
you to Cael. I am curious what you will think of our other denizen
here. He ignored Gurn’s disapproving scowl. “Good
evening.”

He closed the door and made his way
through the shadowed passages that took him deeper into the manor.
A stairway, twin to the exposed and shattered one in the west wing,
wound upward into darkness. Silhara climbed, surefooted, and
gestured once. Witchfire lit the torches and sent shadows scuttling
across the walls toward his chambers.

His door swung open on
squeaking hinges. Gurn had left the window to the balcony open. A
cool evening wind swirled inside and relieved the day’s oppressive
heat. The bed was made, the pitcher on the bedside table refilled,
the huqqah prepared for his evening smoke. Silhara lived sparingly, but
was grateful for the mute servant. The man was worth more than all
of Neith.

He shrugged out of the stifling
scarlet robes, leaving on the simple white shirt and dark trousers
he favored.

A pair of tongs lay on his worktable,
and he used them to stir the glowing coals in the brazier near the
cold hearth. Tiny sparks flew upward as he selected a coal sliver
for the huqqah bowl.

Soon, the heady scent of matal tobacco
and citrus filled his nostrils. The water bowl’s rhythmic bubbling
and the whisper of wind through the trees outside were the only
disturbances to the room’s hush. Smoke swirled in spectral patterns
around his head while he stared out the window and drew on the
pipe.

The view from his bedroom was vastly
different from the one greeting the rare visitor to Neith. Rows of
orange trees, heavy with ripened fruit, cut the land in neat
tracks, stretching to the confines of a stone fence. Lethal
enchantments protected the grove from intruders. More than once he
and Gurn had recovered and buried a hapless thief who’d scaled the
walls and met his death.

Beyond the grove, the flat plain
flowed into an endless twilight, and Corruption’s star brightened
as the sky darkened.

Bluish smoke streamed from Silhara’s
mouth as he indulged in the matal and studied the horizon. Though
the god drew no closer across the southern borders, he sensed its
nearness, an invisible gaze avaricious and feral.

He caught a flicker of movement in the
grove. A ghostly shape glided in the dark, vanishing and
reappearing as it sped toward the house. A droning sound
accompanied the specter, like the swarm of locusts. Silhara dropped
the huqqah hose and strode to the balcony for a better view. The
hairs at his nape rose.

A white dog, or what was once a dog,
raised its enormous head and froze him in place with a lambent
yellow gaze. The creature dwarfed the largest mage-finder male and
sported a misshapen skull and mouth filled with teeth like sword
blades. A mottled patchwork of hair and scabrous skin stretched
across a skeletal frame.

Silhara drowned in those glowing eyes.
Once more the images of fallen kingdoms and worshipping throngs
flooded his mind. Satisfaction ran deep within him at the vision of
Conclave Redoubt razed to rubble and drowned in the sea, the
priests hunted to extinction. He licked his lips and caught the
taste of iron on his tongue. Corruption poured power into him,
offering gifts even as it sought his enslavement.

The god didn’t whisper to
his mind as before but spoke through the white nightmare holding
Silhara’s gaze. “Come forth, Avatar. Do
you not know me, Son of Lies?”

The voice, hollow as an empty grave,
rose above the insectile buzzing and snapped Silhara out of his
stupor.

He spun away from the parapet. Racing
into his room, he careened into the bedside table, sending the
pitcher crashing to the floor in a shower of water and broken
pottery. He skidded in a puddle as he grabbed the crossbow and
bolts stashed against one corner.

Rage burned his spirit clean of
Corruption’s bewitchment. “Neith crawls with unwelcome guests this
evening.” He nocked a bolt into the quarrel groove and strode to
the door. “But I am ever a civil host.”

He nearly ran Gurn down on the steps
leading to the great hall. The giant teetered on the stair’s edge,
clutching his oil lamp until Silhara shoved him against the wall
and squeezed past, snapping out orders as he leapt the risers two
at a time. “Lock the girl’s door and stay in the house with
Cael.”

The first floor corridors were
sepulcher-black, but he never slowed, fueled by anger and a fevered
compulsion to confront the god on his terms.

He kicked the back door open and found
the cadaverous dog awaiting him. It slinked toward him, monstrous
and reeking worse than corpses left in the sun. Silhara swallowed
back bile and leveled the bow’s sights on the creature. “What do
you want?”

The aggravating drone
ceased abruptly, and Corruption spoke through the dog’s rictus of
teeth. “What you want, Avatar. Homage,
respect, power.”

“Then you have no need of me. You are
the god here, not I.”

The dog cocked its head to the side. A
stream of worms poured from a rotting ear. They writhed in a slick
heap near Silhara’s feet. He didn’t think the thing capable of
smiling. He was wrong. The heavy jowls stretched back in a death
head’s grimace, exposing curved canines gleaming silver in the
dying light.

“Oh, I need you, Master of
Crows. Do you not wonder why I call you Avatar?”

The spectral voice
changed, turned oily and cajoling. “I know
your mind, sorcerer, and your spirit. Your hate burns hot for the
priests–these men who spit on a whore’s get. Surrender to me, and I
will see them destroyed in your name.”

Silhara pulled the trigger. The bolt
struck the cur in the eye with a hard thunk, and the animal
collapsed in a heap. Ashen skin and fur melted away, exposing a
jumble of bones and more of the putrid worms. Even those soon
dissolved, along with the fired bolt, leaving only a coil of oily
smoke in a patch of ruined grass. He waved the smoke away
impatiently and spoke to the grove’s deepening shadows.

“I hate many things and many people;
none are worth subjugating my will. You’ll have to coax me with
something better than a few dead priests.” He spat, a mix of blood
and spittle striking the ground. “Until then, stay out of my mind
and out of my grove.”

The star answered him, pulsing
sullenly behind a scatter of slate clouds. He turned to the house
and caught Gurn hovering in the doorway, peering into the grove’s
darkness. “Did I not say stay inside?”

The servant pointed to his feet,
demonstrating he hadn’t crossed the threshold. Silhara chuckled,
despite the evening’s events and the burgeoning headache ramming
spikes between his eyes.

"You're a piss-poor servant, Gurn.
Will you ever learn your place?"

Gurn shrugged, unconcerned, and opened
the door wider for his master. Silhara glanced over his shoulder at
the grove. "I doubt it will help, but I'll strengthen the wards on
the walls tonight." He pointed to the ceiling. "Did she try leaving
her room?"

Gurn shook his head and mimicked a
sleeping position by resting his cheek against his hand. Silhara
rolled his eyes. "Unlock her door, otherwise she'll think we've
made her a prisoner."

He sent Gurn to bed after several
assurances he was well and unharmed by his encounter with
Corruption. A last study of the grove before shutting the door
behind him, and he returned to his chambers.

Gurn had doused the brazier’s coals
and put away the huqqah. The mess Silhara left when he rushed from
the room was swept away. A carafe of sweet wine sat on the
uprighted table.

He put the crossbow and bolts back in
their place and poured a generous dram of wine into a goblet,
draining it in two swallows. It did nothing to kill the pain in his
head, so he poured another and strolled to the window. His land was
deceptively peaceful outside. Only the rustle of sleeping crows
whispered back to him. He recalled Corruption’s words.

“Do you not wonder why I call you
Avatar?”

Of course he wondered, and his
suspicion left an abiding horror in his soul. His neck ached as
much as his head, and he rolled his shoulders. Conclave spies,
demon dogs and parasitic gods–just what he needed during the
harvest season. “I grow tired of this wheel,” he
murmured.

The star glimmered. Silhara raised his
goblet to the god’s celestial face in a mocking toast. “To Silhara,
master of nothing.”
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Great stinking heaps of refuse
surrounded Martise. The rancid odor flooded her nostrils on
steaming puffs of air and buffeted her face until she gagged. The
smell and the heat beat against her head and shoulders, followed by
a cool dampness that nudged her neck. The touch startled her out of
a restless sleep. She rolled over and opened her eyes to find a
face covered in bristling gray fur and gagged scars filling her
vision. Cael, Silhara's mage-finder hound, touched a wet black nose
to hers and sniffed.

“Bursin’s wings.” She
scooted back and pulled the covers over her head. “Cael, you smell
like the dead. Have you been rolling in the pig sty
again?”

The dog whined and shoved his nose
into the blankets. Martise scrambled out of the bed, anxious to put
some distance between her and his repulsive smell. He padded after
her when she hurried to her window and opened the
shutters.

Pale morning light embroidered the
window’s edge and cast the last pre-dawn shadows in sharp relief.
The crows sleeping in the orange grove fluttered to life, rocking
the drooping branches as they hopped from perch to perch and fought
for space in the coveted treetops.

Cael joined her. He stood on his hind
legs, resting massive paws on the window ledge. Martise stared at
him with trepidation as he towered over her. The mage-finder was a
massive animal, bigger than any of the males in the pack she’d seen
at Conclave. White-muzzled and past his prime, he was still
formidable. She’d watched him hunt on Neith land, easily running
the fastest prey to ground with a long, loping stride. His kills
were swift, efficient and left Martise rubbing the chills off her
arms hours later. Once, long ago, mage-finders had hunted and
killed the Gifted in the same fashion.

Her first introduction to the mage
hound two weeks earlier had scared ten years off her lifespan.
Standing in Gurn’s comfortable kitchen her first morning at Neith,
she’d stood frozen while Cael slowly circled her. As big as a pony,
but with the feline grace of a cat, he’d slinked into the kitchen
and made directly for her, black claws tapping on the stone floor.
His dark eyes, gone crimson the second he saw her, watched her
every move. The gray fur along his curved back rose in a spiny
arch; his whip-like tail smacked a warning tattoo against Gurn’s
work table.

Martise pleaded silently for Gurn to
pull the mage-finder back. He signed an apology and clapped his
hands in command. Cael reluctantly followed the servant to the door
leading to the inner bailey, but not without looking back at her
several times with those brilliant red eyes.

When Gurn returned, Martise was
leaning against the table for support. “You have a mage-finder,”
she said in a weak voice. He nodded. She took a deep breath and
straightened, feeling the first stirrings of anger. “He’s the
‘denizen’ your master spoke of.” Gurn inclined his head once
more.

Heartless bastard. She echoed Cael,
growling under her breath. She didn’t expect Silhara to believe
Cumbria’s assurances. The animosity between the two men was too
great. But, there were many, less extreme ways to verify she was
one of the Gifted. Ways that didn’t involve a deadly mage-finder
sniffing her skirts.

She schooled her expression into a
placid mask. “Will he be satisfied now?”

Gurn shrugged, his eyes frosty.
Martise sensed his disapproval wasn’t directed at her. He motioned
for her to sit and served her breakfast.

She'd quickly settled into a new
routine since then. Cael, despite his initial wariness, accepted
her. He was still curious and followed her about the manor as she
performed the numerous chores Gurn assigned her during the day, and
she grew used to his silent, if odorous company.

In that time she’d seen nothing of
Silhara yet felt his presence in Neith’s every crook and crevice.
She’d met him only once so far, but his image was burned into her
mind. He reminded her of a captured whirlwind, spinning fiercely in
place, waiting only for the moment to burst free of its confines
and blast the surrounding land. Cumbria had assigned her no easy
task. Her freedom would be hard-won.

A brisk breeze swept through her open
window, dispelling some of Cael's pungent odor. Dust motes danced
in a spiral before come to rest on his coat in a glittering net. In
the early dawn light Corruption's star shown dull amidst tinted
clouds. The star never remained stationary. Yesterday it had washed
the southern horizon in murky yellow light. This morning it hovered
in the eastern sky, nearly obscured by the sun's fiery
ascent.

Cael snarled softly. His eyes were red
once more as he also watched the star, and his fur bristled. No one
knew what drew the hounds to magic, but they sought it in the same
way an ordinary dog tracked prey. Cael had first reacted to her
with restrained animosity, typical of a trained mage-finder when
introduced to one of the Gifted. His reaction to Corruption’s
manifestation was different. The animal exuded hatred, a bestial
hostility at its fiercest. His lips curled back, exposing fangs as
long as her fingers. Were the god to take a more earthly form, she
had no doubt Cael would leap out the window in an effort to hunt it
down and rip it apart.

If he were an ordinary dog instead of
a mage-finder, Martise might have patted his back in reassurance.
But she was reluctant to touch him, wary of having her hand bitten
off for her presumption. And he smelled worse than a
privy.

“Come on, boy,” she said and left the
window. “Gurn will be wondering where I am.” Her stomach growled,
and she swore Cael’s bushy eyebrows wriggled in amusement. “I don’t
want to miss out on the porridge either.”

She made quick work of her ablutions
and dressed in one of her borrowed cyrtels, castoffs from Cumbria’s
wife’s ever changing wardrobe. She wrapped her hair in a tight bun
and secured it with two wooden hair pins. “Dull and plain as a
potato,” she murmured and smoothed the front of her cyrtel. She
wasn’t here to seduce, only betray. Her beauty, or lack of it,
played no part in this game. And the game might never begin if she
didn’t see Silhara more frequently.

Gurn had left a half-full oil lamp for
her, a necessary navigation aid in Neith's dark corridors. Martise
lit the lamp and motioned Cael out the door. The hallway winding
through the manor's second floor was just as dark in the morning.
Her lamp provided the only light, a weak luminescence that sent
shadows chasing each other across the cracked walls and buckled
floor.

Cumbria's comment about Neith being a
hovel was rude but not far off the mark. This was truly a poor
man's house, despite its size and decrepit grandeur. She hopped
over a hole in the floor and rose on her toes as the boards groaned
in protest beneath her feet. Dust covered every surface. Remnants
of cobwebs fluttered like tattered lace from ceiling beams,
caressing her head as she passed beneath them. Her skin crawled,
and she tried not to dwell on the possibility of a spider trapped
in her hair.

Was Silhara an aristocrat with only
bloodlines to give him value? After the droughts and famines swept
the far lands when she was a child, many of the aristo families
were reduced to begging and selling their possessions just to feed
themselves. Had such misfortunes brought his family to
ruin?

It was the only thing she could think
of to explain his haughtiness. He seemed a man born to rule—if not
a country than certainly a fiefdom, a dale. His behavior toward
Cumbria was insolent, as if he considered himself not only the
bishop’s equal but his superior. In her experience, only those born
of noble stock and to great wealth displayed that conduct. Martise
despised such people.

She’d have to temper her dislike for
the crow mage. He was no different from any other landowner or
high-ranking clergyman, and so far inflicted nothing more damaging
on her than a few snide remarks. Still, there was something
inherently dangerous about him. Conclave did not always rule by
paranoia; instinct warned her to tread carefully around him, though
she itched to box his ears for his arrogance.

He confused her more than anything.
She was used to haughty behavior from those of his class and should
have felt nothing more than the usual disdain of a servant for
those she served. But fire had licked her insides at her first
sight of him. Her face heated with what was surely the hottest
blush ever gracing a woman no longer a maiden. Such feelings had no
place here. She was bound; he was outcast. She resided at Neith to
spy on him, and if the promise in his expression was any hint, he'd
make her wish she never crossed his threshold.

His scarlet robes, bright and
overwhelming in a house painted in shades of gray and faded brown
teased her memory. There was a stark beauty about him, a compelling
strength in his sharp-boned face with its prominent cheekbones and
hooked nose. Like Cumbria, he radiated power in the set of his
shoulders, the challenge in his dark eyes. Even Martise, Gifted but
failed, sensed it. The mage-finders must have gone wild when they
first scented him. He was a renegade and possibly a heretic. If he
was as formidable as the canonry believed, and as susceptible to
Corruption’s seduction as they suspected, then the clerics had a
right to their misgivings.

The sight of the rickety wooden stairs
descending to the first floor made her forget her annoyance with
Neith’s master. Martise paused, envious of Cael’s surefootedness
when he eased passed her and took the steps two at a time. Sagging
in spots and broken in others, they were a death trap. But it
wasn’t her place to complain. Instead, twice a day, she took a deep
breath, said a heartfelt prayer and trod the treacherous
path.

More groaning and popping sounded
beneath her feet. She took comfort in knowing the much larger Gurn
had climbed these same stairs countless times and not come to a bad
end. Her luck might not be so good. The banister almost splintered
beneath her grip. She pictured herself stumbling and pitching head
first over the broken railing. She’d be of little use to Cumbria as
his watcher if Silhara discovered her splayed dead on the floor of
his great hall. Nor did she think he’d be pleased. The hall sported
decayed furniture, soot-blackened walls and a cold hearth.
Abandoned and eerie, yes, but not littered with corpses as part of
the décor. As far she knew. She didn’t want to ponder what oddities
lurked in this place.

She sighed with relief at the bottom
of the stairs. Cael waited for her, growling his disapproval at her
slowness. She shrugged. “I’m not half so nimble as you, Cael.” She
wrinkled her nose at the odor wafting off his fur. “Nor half as
smelly.” He growled again and led her to the kitchen.

Gurn might not have much interest in
tidying the rest of the manor, but he took pride in his kitchen.
Pristine and uncluttered, the chamber practically sparkled. No
unwashed pots or dishes were stacked in the dry sink; no livestock
wandered about, no hunting hounds sprawled at the cooking
hearth.

Battered cupboards placed against a
far wall held an array of chipped dishes and stacks of pots and
bowls. Fans of dried sage and rosemary hung next to chains of
garlic from a low beam near the dry sink. A shallow bowl of oranges
stacked in a neat tower shared space with loaves of cooling bread
on a table by one window. The preparation table, dented and
scratched with hard use, held a soft sheen that only came from
industrious scrubbing.

Martise’s admiration for the mute
servant grew by leaps and bounds in her weeks at Neith. Even
Bendewin, Asher’s cook, had to be reminded to polish her
preparation table on a constant basis. No one liked splinters in
their food. Unlike most of the manor, not a speck of dust grayed
the surfaces, and the entire room was redolent with the rich scent
of porridge simmering in an iron cauldron suspended over a low
hearth fire. Her mouth watered.

“A fair morning, Gurn,” she said in
greeting. “Breakfast smells wonderful.”

He gave her a pleased smile from where
he bent over the pot, stirring their porridge. The smile turned to
a disgusted frown when Cael padded past him and flopped down in his
customary place under the table.

She didn’t wait for Gurn’s direction
but made her way to the cold cellar in one corner. Recessed into
the kitchen floor and accessible by a hatch, the deep space was
filled with jars of preserved food, slabs of salted bacon and ham,
a bowl of eggs and crocks of butter, cream and milk. She gathered
butter and milk and ascended the cellar steps, grateful they, at
least, were sturdy.

Gurn had placed two bowls of the
steaming porridge on the table by the time she set the crocks down.
Martise was relieved not to see a third bowl. It was inevitable
she’d deal with Silhara, and often. However, she preferred to delay
as long as possible, and she didn’t relish the thought of those
penetrating black eyes watching her as she ate her
breakfast.

This morning her luck ran out. No
sooner had Gurn set the bowl of oranges and a pot of tea out for
their meal, than the door opened, admitting the Master of Crows.
Surprised by his sudden appearance, Martise gaped at him with her
spoon halfway to her mouth. Rumpled and scowling, he didn’t spare
her a glance but shuffled to the table where he collapsed on the
bench across from her. He folded his arms and rested his forehead
on his hands with a groan.

The proud, stately mage she’d met days
earlier was transformed into a man who might have spent the night
prowling waterside dives. He didn’t reek of spirits. In fact, his
scent teased her nostrils—citrus and tobacco smoke. The long black
hair, neatly queued when he first greeted her and Cumbria, spread
over his shoulders and across the table in a tangled shroud. He
looked like he’d slept in his clothes. The simple breeches and
white shirt were one massive wrinkle, and his feet were
bare.

She glanced at Gurn. Unfazed by
Silhara’s unexpected and disheveled appearance, he put another cup
and an additional pot of tea in front of Silhara and took a seat
next to him. Was this the regular morning ritual? One briefly
interrupted when she arrived?

She went back to eating and tried not
to laugh, imagining the High Bishop here instead of her, and how
affronted he’d be. She suspected the outcast mage would make no
special allowances for the cleric. He’d be served the same porridge
as everyone else in the kitchen with the manor’s master and his
servant.

“Why are you smiling?”

Silhara’s question startled her, and
she nearly choked on a sip of tea. She snatched the napkin Gurn
handed her to cover her mouth and stifle her coughing. The mage’s
dark eyes were slitted against the kitchen’s bright, morning light.
Hints of a beard shadowed his cheeks, emphasizing a strong
jaw.

She cleared her throat. “I was
thinking of the High Bishop, Master. Nothing of consequence. My
apologies.”

A black eyebrow rose, and her gaze
fell to his mouth, bewitched as his lips curved in a faint smile.
Such a hard face. Such a beautiful mouth. A telltale heat made her
ears burn, and she dropped her gaze.

“I imagine Cumbria would take
exception to that remark. He has always believed himself to be of
great consequence.”

She couldn’t resist the temptation to
look at him again. The open shirt revealed smooth brown skin and
something she’d missed at their first meeting—something hidden
behind formal robes. A rope of white, pinched flesh circled his
neck, cutting across the hollow of his throat and disappearing
behind his nape. A garrote scar. She stared, shocked. Sometime in
his life Silhara of Neith had survived a strangulation
attempt.

He rested his chin in his hand. The
hint of humor briefly softening his austere features was
gone.

“You are excessively contrite over the
mundane, especially for a young woman under the protection of a
wealthy household.”

The casual suspicion, with its leading
questions and observations, threatened her composure, unused as she
was to such scrutiny. Cumbria had either placed too much faith in
her ability in overcoming a lifetime of servile behavior, or he’d
grossly underestimated Silhara’s acuity.

A sly intelligence gleamed in his dark
eyes. Had he guessed their game before she and the bishop ever sat
down with him and discussed her apprenticeship? Did the mage just
wait to see what she might reveal before using it against her? She
gripped her spoon and took a slow breath. It was disconcerting
dining with leopards.

“My family was socially prosperous but
poor,” she lied. “When I came to live at Asher, I soon learned
deference. I am a dependent relation and have no wish to be more of
a burden, especially to the bishop and his wife.”

He reached for an orange, taking his
time in his selection. “Ah, the mistress of Asher. Cumbria’s
penance for sins unconfessed. I wondered if he was still married to
that harridan Dela-fé.” His smirk matched his nonchalant tone.
“Were he more intelligent and less avaricious, he’d find a way to
murder her. Her riches are attractive. Her madness is
not.”

The statement, so cold-blooded in its
matter-of-fact observations, left her speechless. She stared at him
as he stripped his orange of its peel with long, nimble fingers. It
was true Cumbria’s wife was madder than an imprisoned falina bird,
but Martise was startled to hear someone acknowledge the fact
aloud. She’d wanted to murder the woman herself, usually after
Dela-fé delivered an undeserved beating.

She glanced at Gurn who winked and
went on placidly eating his breakfast.

“Do you want an orange?”

She eyed the fruit Silhara held out to
her, wondering what deadly deception an innocent-looking orange
might hold. He watched her with an unrelenting regard.

Bursin’s wings, she was becoming as
suspicious as Conclave. She clamped down on her paranoia and
plucked the orange out of his hand with a murmured “My
thanks.”

“You don’t like oranges?” He sounded
more curious and amused than offended. “My grove produces some of
the sweetest.”

“You don’t seem like a farmer,” she
said, failing to keep the doubt out of her voice. She still found
the idea strange—this mage, notorious for snubbing Conclave and
delving in the dark arcana, pursuing a livelihood so mundane and
laborious.

His eyes widened. Even Gurn paused in
drinking his tea.

"It's how I keep us fed and this hulk
from crumbling around us." Sarcasm sharpened his tongue. "What? Did
you think I lounged on my couch all day, reading tomes and
muttering incantations while Gurn fed me grapes?”

She knew better. Twenty-two years of
servitude should have kept her silent, made her apologize for her
impertinence, but some small demon goaded her to respond in a like
manner, despite her upbringing and every instinct warning her
otherwise.

“It would explain the
dust.”

Gurn choked into his cup before
setting it down on the table with a thump. His face and bald pate
turned an impressive shade of pink, and his eyes brimmed with
tears. Martise didn’t know if they were tears of laughter or
asphyxiation and was too mortified to care. Humiliation scorched a
path from her chest to the back of her neck. She bowed her head,
staring at her now congealed porridge as if it carried all the
secrets of the ancients.

Outside, the screeching cries of crows
punctuated the silence in the kitchen. She sat stiffly, waiting for
a stinging slap or the vision-blackening pain of a cuff to her head
for her insolence. What was wrong with her?

Her heartbeat thundered in her ears.
Silhara was a dangerous unknown. He might not touch her at all,
just transform her into a fat, juicy worm for the crows nesting in
his trees. He did neither. When she braved a glance, she found him
eyeing her with a speculative gaze.

“You have done an unwise thing,
Martise of Asher,” he said softly. “You’ve caught my
interest.”
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She was no more winsome in the morning
than at day’s end. Silhara’s new apprentice looked much as she had
when he first met her, dressed in a tunic and skirts too large for
her, her hair bound in a tight bun and coiffed with torn spider
web. When he stumbled into the kitchen, half-blinded by the morning
light, he was startled to see her. And then he remembered.
Conclave’s answer to his request for help. He didn’t know whether
to laugh or curse. What in Bursin’s name was he supposed to do with
a helper who couldn’t perform the simplest spell or lift a basket
of oranges?

He sipped his tea and regarded her
over the rim of his cup. Damned priests. Couldn’t they have saddled
him with someone pretty? A woman with generous curves and breasts
to smother in? Someone he could tup in the hallway while she
searched for secrets and schemed of ways to betray him? Instead,
they sent this ordinary, diffident, untalented girl. At best, her
presence was a nuisance; at worst, a dangerous
impediment.

Still, she wasn’t as colorless as she
first appeared. She’d caught him by surprise with her retort about
the dust, revealing a flash of wit followed by an impressive blush.
She made him wonder—and smile. That alone gave him
pause.

Silhara couldn’t remember the last
time he’d found something worth smiling about that didn’t involve
mockery, yet in the last ten minutes Cumbria’s little spy almost
coaxed a laugh out of him with her comment and the way she eyed him
when he offered her the orange. He didn’t think her expression
could be more suspicious or fearful if he’d held out a live pit
viper.

“Are you going to eat it?” He pointed
to the orange, untouched next to her bowl.

She stiffened, as if bracing herself
for something unpleasant. He noted her hands as she reached
reluctantly for the fruit. Her knuckles were red, chafed—like his.
Like Gurn’s. This was a woman who labored in Cumbria’s household.
No pampered ward here, but one who did menial work.

There was a meticulous
grace in the way she peeled the orange and something entrancing in
the way she ate it. She bit into the segment slowly, either from
caution or enjoyment, and her actions riveted his attention. He
shook his head. Gods, it’s been too long
since I’ve had a woman. He smirked when
her eyes widened after the first bite.

“It’s so sweet!”

“’Twas no empty boast when
I said we harvested the best fruit here. Neith’s oranges always
sell out at market.”

He didn’t share in her appreciation.
Oranges were a staple of his diet, and he loathed them. He
conquered the urge to gag each time he ate one. But eat them he
did, always with the thought that some day he might grow to like
them and rid himself of the memory tied to them.

Martise finished the orange with more
enthusiasm but refused his offer of another. She complimented Gurn
on his porridge, and the two shared a warm smile. Their immediate
camaraderie puzzled Silhara. This wasn’t the mating dance of man
and maid, more a recognition of long-separated friends finally
reunited. He’d noted Gurn’s immediate attachment to the girl.
Martise appeared to return the servant’s affections. His eyes
narrowed. They knew nothing of her save what Cumbria told them.
There was more to Martise of Asher than nervous blushes and a
melodious voice. She had an agenda or she wouldn’t be here. He’d
grind her into the dirt before he let her use Gurn to get to
him.

He was tempted to tell her of Gurn’s
origins—how Silhara found him rotting in a Prime prison for
literally breaking a man in half across his knee—but thought better
of it. He didn’t relish the idea of an irritated Gurn tearing his
head off his shoulders and throwing it across the courtyard for
revealing private things to a stranger.

A snide remark on their attachment
hovered on his lips, stopped only by a foul scent rising up from
beneath the table.

“Bursin’s wings! What is that smell?”
He raised an eyebrow at Martise. Her eyes widened.

“Not me. I bathed this
morning.”

Gurn nudged him and pointed in the
direction of his feet. He bent to peer under the table and almost
gagged. Cael lay stretched out on the floor, reeking worse than the
shambling, half rotten dog that invaded Neith at Corruption’s
command. He shoved Cael with one foot, and the hound growled a
warning.

“Out of here, Cael. Now.” He shoved
harder this time. Cael snapped half-heartedly at his toes before
abandoning his spot and slinking out the open door leading to the
bailey.

Silhara watched him go before turning
his attention back to Martise. “Gurn told me my mage-finder
verified Cumbria’s story. You are Gifted.”

She paled and lowered her eyes to mask
their expression. “Yes. Gurn introduced us.”

Her extraordinary voice had gone flat,
hiding a wealth of emotion in the same way her downcast eyes did.
He wasn’t fooled. She was angry he’d used Cael in ascertaining the
truth.

“Cael is a valued member
of my household, Martise. I trust his judgment more than I trust
most anyone else’s. Regardless of Conclave’s wishes and
Cumbria’s generosity in sending me his ward as an apprentice, if Cael didn’t
approve of you, you wouldn’t stay.”

She met his gaze, her copper-coin eyes
unflinching and resolute. “The bishop paid you for four months of
my upkeep.”

Anger shot through him, incinerating
the last vestiges of drowsiness. She dared to challenge him! He
bared his teeth at her, barely placated when she flinched. Still,
she refused to lower her eyes.

“Aye, he did,” he said. “And when I
send his insolent ward back to him, I’ll include a note stating the
exorbitant cost of porridge and a Neith orange has made it
necessary for me to recover my expenses by keeping all his
coin.”

The tension in the kitchen was thick
enough to cut. Silhara’s temper rose with it until Martise exhaled
a defeated sigh. Her voice was even, her gaze carefully blank and
tranquil as she focused on a point over his left
shoulder.

“I’m being impertinent. I am sorry,
Master.”

“Somehow I doubt that.” She shot him a
surprised look. “But I think we begin to understand each
other.”

He watched as she toyed with her spoon
and traced patterns in her congealing porridge. “You have spider
webs in your hair.”

She patted her hair, grimacing when
her fingers touched the remnants of spider web dangling from her
hairpins.

“It’s no matter, Martise. Such
primping isn’t necessary. Your appearance is of no interest
here.”

A hint of hurt or embarrassment danced
across her features before she lowered her gaze. He'd cut her,
unintentional though it was. No one at Neith stood on ceremony. He
and Gurn dressed no better than the lowest servant in a rich
household. He hadn’t even bothered to shave his beard or put on
shoes before stumbling down to breakfast this morning. His remark
about the webs in her hair had been idle chat. She’d interpreted
his statement as an insult. He chose not to explain
himself.

“Gurn,” he said. “You’ll have to do
without her for a time. I’ve delayed in teaching my new apprentice
her lessons. And I’m curious what Conclave taught her.”

The giant glowered at him and rose
abruptly from the bench. Silhara wasn’t fast enough to stop him
from snatching the teapot off the table and the cup out of his
hand. The servant stalked to the dry sink and dropped the dishes in
with a clatter.

Silhara might have reprimanded him had
not Martise sat across from him. She straightened to rigid
attention, her pale features even more bloodless as she waited for
his instructions.

“Have Gurn take you to the great hall.
I’ll meet you there. You’re Conclave-trained, yet powerless. Let’s
see what might awaken your magic.”

Guilt wormed a path into him. He
didn’t lie. If she didn’t run screaming back to Asher as he hoped,
he had every intention of finding her Gift and forcing it to
manifest. She just might not like his methods.

He left her with Gurn in the sunlit
kitchen and returned to his chamber to dress. A part of him wished
to stay, to bask in the morning warmth and savor the smell of
rising dough as Gurn prepared his daily baking. The kitchen was a
sanctuary of sorts, much like his bedroom once was. With
Corruption’s rise, his chamber was less a retreat and more a
battleground between him and the fallen god. He needed sleep, real
sleep; not the brief catnaps in which he half-slumbered, braced for
the god’s inevitable invasion into his dreams.

Corruption’s touch was bewitching and
lush, luring him with promises of immeasurable power, of respect,
of revenge, even as it made him bleed and convulse. He was no
longer the bastard get of a wharf prostitute but a ruler of
empires, an immortal mage. With those promises came demands.
Complete subjugation to another’s will, absolute obeisance to the
vilest whoremaster. Could he revile the second enough to resist the
temptation of the first?

Silhara closed his door and strode to
the open window. The star pulsed in the distance. “Still here?” he
asked softly. “Don’t you have something better to do? Plagues to
cast? Cities to destroy?”

A sharp burst of pain
behind his eyes made him wince. Corruption’s amusement jittered
down his bones. I only await you,
Avatar.

He slammed the shutters closed,
plunging the room into darkness. Fragile wood never kept out
nightmares, but the illusion hid the god’s reality lurking on the
horizon.

“Not yet,” he muttered and cast a
spell that flooded the chamber in witch light. His fingers
fluttered along the scar encircling his neck. Ah, to return to
simpler times. At least then his executioner had been a dock
council with no mercy for a starving thief. Now he had Conclave in
his kitchen and Corruption on his doorstep, each wanting to destroy
him in their own unique and horrific way.

He had no time for either annoyance.
There were oranges to harvest and get to market, bargains to
negotiate with the Kurmans and buildings to repair. An honest man’s
work was never done—not that he was a particularly honest
man.

Martise was waiting for him near the
hall’s cold hearth, surrounded by the flickering sparkle of dust
motes. She looked almost ethereal, standing so regal and poised—a
pallid queen adorned in spider web and brown wool.

She bowed. “Master.”

Silhara half expected a complaint
about his delay, but none was forthcoming, and her face remained
serene as he circled her, breathing in her scent—sleep and spring
mint. “What is the incantation for levitation?”

“Which one? Mysanthanese
or Hourlis?”

He halted in front of her, intrigued.
“Both.”

Her invocations were flawless, her
accents in perfect placement, voice intonation correct. The
Mysanthanese levitation should have lifted her above his head; the
Hourlis one to the rafters, yet her feet remained planted firmly on
the ground. If not for Cael’s reaction to her, Silhara wouldn’t
believe her Gifted, only educated.

She must have seen his doubt. “Maybe
your mage-finder was wrong.”

“The dogs are never wrong,
especially not my dog,” he snapped.

He continued circling her. She was a
small woman, lightly made. Articulate and well-read, she had the
hands of a scullery maid and the knowledge of Conclave. What Gift
lay hidden in this contradictory creature?

His version of the Hourlis spell, a
silent gesture, took her without warning. Her feet swung up, a rush
of air spinning her to her back as Silhara raised his arm and sent
her flying to the ceiling.

Her frightened screech reverberated
through the hall. Martise flailed, suspended high above the floor.
He caught a glimpse of slender white legs and tangled linen as she
kicked her feet and lunged for one of the roof joists. Her hair
tumbled free of its pins, the long braid swinging in the empty
air.

“What is the spell to descend,
Martise?”

She ceased struggling, though her
breathing was loud and labored. “What?” She panted, her voice
thinned to a squeak as she hovered high above him.

“What is the spell to
descend?”

“I don’t remember! Please, let me
down.”

Her terror washed over him, but he
held fast to his intent. “I think not. You disappoint me. A skilled
mage knows his spells at every turn, even during times of
danger.”

“I’m not a mage!”

Silhara tapped a finger against his
bottom lip. “But you are Conclave-trained. If you know levitation
in two languages, surely you know descent in the same two? Were you
not taught to keep your composure?”

He traced a half circle in the air.
Martise gasped as she slowly rotated so that she looked down on
him. Her face was bright red, her eyes huge. She reached for him,
even when he was too far below her to touch.

“Master,” she pleaded. “I beg you. Set
me down, and I will recite every spell ever written in the Hourlis
Arcana.”

She squeezed her eyes closed, a faint,
shuddering sigh escaping her lips. Guilt curdled his stomach. He
suppressed it with ruthless determination. If she discovered the
truth of Corruption’s hold on him, Conclave would strap him to the
nearest stake and cheerfully set him ablaze—only after hours or
days of torture.

“Think, Martise. What is
descent?”

He ended the levitation spell, and she
plummeted to the floor. The whistling flutter of her skirts
accompanied her screaming attempt to invoke a life-saving counter
spell. He invoked levitation an instant before she smashed against
the stones.

Only her stuttering breaths broke the
silence in the great hall. Silhara bent close to look in her eyes.
They were black with terror, the pupils swallowing the copper
color.

“That should have worked. You’ve a
stubborn Gift.”

His palm hovered over her midriff. He
gently lowered her to the ground until she lay in a sea of skirts
and coiling braid.

Martise rolled on her side, away from
him, and hid her face behind one hand. Hard shudders wracked her.
She pulled her knees to her chest and sucked in great gulps of air.
Sickened by what he’d done, Silhara looked away. Bursin have mercy
on them both; let this be enough to frighten her away.

He waited for her to calm, taking a
cautious step back when she staggered to her feet and stood before
him. Her head was bowed as if in prayer. Did she pray? He thought
she might—for his untimely and painful demise, no doubt. He blinked
when she raised her head.

In that moment she reminded him of the
Astris statues he’d seen a dozen years earlier. His mentor had
taken him east to the Quay province, a land ruled by women. They
had sailed through the narrow straits to the main port, passing the
Five Queens who guarded the water gates. Silhara had stared,
spellbound, at the ancient rulers, their proud, resolute faces worn
by neither time nor weather. Theirs was a silent strength, bred of
powerful souls never broken. Martise, with that bleak, imperious
stare, reminded him of the Queens.

“I remembered the spell.”

Disgust for him crossed her still
features. Good enough for now. He hadn’t succeeded in scaring her
into leaving, but he might coax her to it through hatred—if she
didn’t bury a knife in his back first. She was stronger than he
anticipated, and far more stubborn than he’d first guessed. Cumbria
must have offered her a small fortune to suffer months at Neith.
Silhara intended she earn every coin.

“Aye, you did, apprentice. And it was
all for nothing, wasn’t it? We try again tomorrow.” He smirked at
her involuntary shiver. “I understand you’ve been helping Gurn. A
comfort to know that while you can’t work a simple spell, you can
at least milk a goat”

Her hands twitched before relaxing at
her sides. He was curious to see if she’d conquer that urge to slam
her fist into his jaw. It seemed so as she laced her fingers
together until her knuckles turned white.

“Yes, Master. I’ve worked among
livestock all my life, including cows, pigs, goats…and
asses.”
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Another morning, another lesson—this
one worse than all the others combined. The Master of Crows was a
hateful, contemptible pig. If he'd tried to terrorize her with his
malicious sorcery, the tactic worked. Her heart still thundered in
her chest from the fright he'd given her. Of the many lessons he’d
subjected her to so far, this one was the pinnacle of nightmares.
If he meant to scare her away, his effort failed. Whatever guilt
plaguing Martise regarding her mission evaporated. She swore she'd
find some evidence to mark Silhara as a heretic. When the priests
built his execution pyre, she'd volunteer to lay the first torch.
If they chose to behead him, she'd offer to sharpen the
axe.

Bile laced with lingering terror
burned the back of her throat. She stumbled into the kitchen,
tripping over the scruffy mage-finder where he lay by the door. The
dog growled a warning and snapped at her heels. Martise hardly
noticed. Bastard! Arrogant, pitiless louse with his mocking smile!
Bursin's wings, what she wouldn't give to have her Gift manifest
and see how he'd like it if she set a shrieking, blood-mad demon on
him. Such a thing would never happen, but she took comfort in
imagining the scenario.

Gurn leaned across the table,
scrubbing away the last remnants of breakfast. He stopped when he
saw her, slung his wet towel over his shoulder and guided her to
one of the benches. She waved him off. It was bad enough Silhara
witnessed her screeching in terror. She didn't want Gurn thinking
she was some delicate invalid. At least her skirts hid her wobbling
knees.

He hovered over her until she sat and
gave him a weak smile. “A Woman’s Bane demon this time. He banished
her just before she leapt on me.”

Gurn’s blue eyes were dark with
sympathy. He patted her on the shoulder before striding to one of
the cupboards to rummage through its contents. He came back,
holding a small cup filled with a pale green liquid. He motioned
for her to drink.

Martise eyed the draught and took a
cautious sniff. She coughed as the powerful and familiar fumes of
Peleta's Fire scorched her nose. Guaranteed to blister the
drinker's entrails and addle his mind by the second cup, its
admirers fondly referred to the Fire by its more vulgar name,
Dragon Piss. She thought the description apt. Her first and only
taste had almost made her retch, and she’d avoided it since. Now,
with her composure shattered, she welcomed the drink.

She took a breath, closed her eyes and
downed the cup’s contents in a single gulp. Gurn's shocked
expression blurred before her eyes as the Fire seared a white-hot
path down her throat and into her belly. She wheezed and bent
forward until her forehead touched her knees, the latest fright
forgotten. She concentrated solely on inhaling and
exhaling.

Just when she thought her belly would
burst into flame, the heat died to a radiant warmth. A pleasant
euphoria washed over her, and the floor tilted in her vision.
Martise straightened slowly and came face to face with Cael. This
close, his large head, with its blunted muzzle and bushy eyebrows,
looked enormous. He eyed her in the intense, predatory way
mage-finders displayed around the Gifted. Martise, caught in a
Fire-induced torpor, forgot her caution and breathed gently into
his nostrils. Cael backed away, snorting and shaking his head in
protest. She giggled. She didn't blame him. The astringent fumes,
whether in the cup or on a person's breath, were enough to curdle
milk.

Cael whined, retreating even more when
Martise held out a hand. "Come on, my big lad," she crooned. "I
won't hurt you." She grinned at Gurn's laugh.

She stood slowly and hiccupped. The
room spun on a sloping axis. She grabbed for the table's edge to
support herself. "The master sent me back to you, Gurn. You're
supposed to give me shears and a satchel."

Her voice slurred the words. They
rolled off a tongue swollen and thick. The Fire spiraled through
her, heating her blood. Gurn made her sit and brought her a piece
of bread to eat. She blinked, certain for one moment there were two
pieces in front of her. Her hand hovered over them before Gurn
pushed the bread closer, where it became one piece again. She ate
slowly, still full from breakfast and drunker than a wine merchant
at the end of market day.

The door from the hall to the kitchen
opened, admitting a scowling Silhara. He stopped short at seeing
her. She tried to stand, but Gurn's large hand on her shoulder held
her in place.

The mage had braided his hair and tied
a kerchief around his head. He wore work clothes shabbier than
anything she owned, and she was a slave. Martise smiled at him in
drunken admiration, despite her murderous thoughts about him
moments earlier. Even dressed in his worn clothing, he cut an
appealing figure standing there in Gurn's sunlit kitchen. Too
ascetic to be handsome, there was something striking about his face
and the confident way he held himself, as if he ruled a kingdom
instead of this wretched excuse for a manor.

Her smile faded. He had just set a
demon on her and stood by, amusement curving his lips, while she
recited empty spells in a futile effort to stop the gibbering
abomination from pouncing on her. Oh yes, not only would she lay
the first torch, she'd bring a cart full of extras to share with
the spectators.

Annoyance drew his features into tight
lines. "What are you doing? Don’t you have work to attend to? We
don't live to serve you, Martise, no matter the bishop's generous
contribution for your care."

Oh, how she wanted to give him a
tongue lashing, something that would pin his ears back and silence
the scorn he generously doled out to anyone within hearing, but she
was far too inebriated to catch a coherent thought much less
verbally spar with Silhara. Gurn came to her rescue, his hands
moving in agitated gestures too fast for her to follow.

Silhara's eyes widened at Gurn's
silent conversation. "She swilled the entire thing?" Exasperation
joined the scorn in his voice. "What were you thinking, you foolish
girl?” he admonished. “There was likely enough in that cup to drop
a plow horse." He was equally sharp with his servant. "What were
you thinking to give her that much?"

Martise shrugged. Peleta’s Fire also
made liars honest. "I was too frightened to think," she mumbled.
"Gurn was only trying to help calm me down."

A haunted expression passed through
Silhara’s eyes, so quick she thought it merely a hallucination
brought on by the Fire's effect on her befuddled senses. He frowned
at Gurn who frowned in return and made another sweeping gesture
with his hands.

"Leave off, Gurn," he snapped. "I'm
not in the mood."

Martise stared at the two men in
confusion. The unspoken conversation between them was charged with
tension. She wondered at the servant's assured, almost berating
manner and her volatile master's patience for such behavior.
Cumbria would have had her stripped and beaten in the courtyard for
that kind of insolence.

Silhara strode back the way he came,
giving orders over his shoulder as he left. "Make her finish the
bread. It'll keep her from retching up her insides. I'll be back."
He paused long enough to level a disgusted look at her. "You're
more trouble than you're worth." He punctuated the statement by
slamming the door behind him hard enough to rattle the plates and
cups in Gurn's dry sink.

Focused on keeping her stomach calm,
Martise sat quietly on the bench and chewed her bread. Gurn’s tall
figure wavered in her vision while he worked in the kitchen. So far
she failed miserably as a spy. Her bid to insinuate herself into
Silhara’s household as seamlessly as possible was a catastrophe. A
little more than a fortnight, and she’d done nothing more than act
as Gurn’s assistant and subject herself to Silhara’s daily tests.
She was no closer to revealing some damning information about him
than the first day she arrived. Cumbria’s messenger crow would
languish in the trees, waiting for her summons, until his feathers
turned white.

Martise took another bite of the bread
and blanched at the threatening roil in her belly. Cumbria might be
angered, but he wasn’t the one fighting off demons, being set on
fire or tossed toward the manor’s roof with no means to save
herself except a wizard of questionable mercy.

The door leading to the great hall
crashed open once more. Silhara had returned. He thrust a goblet
under her nose. “Drink this,” he ordered.

The cup, finely wrought of silver
engraved with Kurman knotwork, felt cool in her palm. She tipped
the goblet to her mouth then hesitated. Over the rim of her cup,
she met Silhara’s gaze, wondering if what he gave her was truly a
restorative. His black eyes gleamed with annoyance and a touch of
challenge.

Spiteful wretch. Martise
half-regretted her growing knowledge of his character. After the
torture sessions in the great hall, she knew he wouldn’t bother
poisoning her. There was no entertainment value in that. She
narrowed her eyes at him, the Fire’s intoxicating effects giving
her a temporary courage, and tossed back the goblet’s
contents.

Cold on the throat and bitter on the
tongue, the draught doused the coals burning hot in her belly and
even managed to quell the nausea and clear her head in a single
swallow. She stared at the cup and then at Silhara, amazed at the
speed with which his potion worked. “What is in this
drink?”

His gaze derided her. “All manner of
small evils, apprentice. Do you really want to know?”

“No.”

He snatched the cup from her. “You’ve
recovered enough to work.” He addressed Gurn. “When she’s finished
her tasks, bring her out to the grove.” He left without a backward
glance.

The bailey looked no better than the
rest of the manor. The wall enclosing it crumbled in one corner;
other sections were repaired with a mixture of broken brick and
bits of timber. Like the rest of the region, Neith suffered from
the summer drought, and the bare patches of earth, once churned to
a quagmire by grazing livestock, spread across the yard in cracked,
rippling patterns of dried mud. A line of wash fluttered in the
breeze, partially concealing a large draft horse feeding at a
nearby hay rack and a black goat chewing enthusiastically on the
hem of a drying shirt. A sow and three piglets, evicted from their
sty by an even dirtier Cael, rooted along the bailey’s perimeter,
accompanied by a squawking entourage of chickens.

For all its ramshackle appearance, the
bailey made Martise smile. Like Gurn, it was a spot of normalcy in
this strange, forgotten place.

She spent the remainder of the morning
completing her assigned tasks. She milked the goat, fed the
chickens and gathered eggs, lugged buckets of water from the well
for washing and helped Gurn fold the clean linens on the line. Only
when Gurn signaled a pause, and indicated she was to follow him to
the grove, did she recall the nature of her mission, and her mouth
went dry.

They returned to the house, navigating
the maze of dim hallways until they reached the back of the manor
and a richly carved door aged to a black patina. Martise squinted
against the bright sunlight when Gurn opened the door and gently
urged her outside. From this vantage point, she could turn around
and see the manor’s back façade. Windows faced south with shuttered
eyes, and she located her room at the far end of the building. Only
one window remained open, in the chamber below hers. Curtains,
flags of faded lapis and rust, fluttered outward, snapping in the
wind like a Kurman dancer’s skirts.

She faced the grove again. Orange
trees covered the field in an orderly pattern, their leafy branches
bowed with ripe fruit. Dark green leaves camouflaged the birds
nesting in the branches, revealing the occasional glint of sunlight
on a black beak. Somewhere, within that rustle of wings, Cumbria’s
messenger crow waited for a sign from her.

This was the first time she’d walked
the grove. Until now, her forays had been limited to the manor’s
interior and bailey. She’d only seen the grove from her window each
morning and evening, admiring the ordered rows of trees and
breathing in the scent of orange blossom lingering in the balmy
air.

Gurn led her into the grove, his steps
sure as he navigated the orchard’s maze. Martise stayed close to
him. Each shaded path looked as the other did. Even the manor could
no longer be seen as a landmark.

They rounded a corner and stopped
before a line of crates filled with oranges and a tall ladder
leaning against a tree’s yielding branches. The top of the ladder
disappeared into the leaves, but Martise saw a pair of shoes
balanced on one of the rungs. Gurn whistled low, and the shoes
moved. Silhara descended the ladder partway and faced them. She
swallowed a gasp, silently admonishing herself for her gut reaction
to his appearance.

Working in the morning heat had left a
sheen of perspiration on him, and his swarthy skin glistened in the
light.

His shirt was plastered to his back
and chest, giving her a clear view of lean, sinewy muscle and
shoulders rippling with the strength built by hard labor. A pink
flush graced his prominent cheekbones, and a bead of sweat trickled
down his neck, sliding in a meandering path across the white
ligature scar before disappearing beneath the shirt’s open
neckline.

He swiped his sleeve across his
forehead and adjusted the sack, half filled with oranges, across
his shoulder. The ladder creaked under his weight as he climbed
down to the last rung. Martise looked down, hoping her face didn’t
reveal her fascination. What was the matter with her, desiring the
man who had nearly killed her with fright only hours
before?

“Was she a help or a
hindrance?”

Her head snapped up. Hindrance? Her
fingernails dug into her palms. There were many things she could be
rightfully accused of—plainness, shyness, sometimes cowardice—but
never laziness or incompetence. She clenched her hands into fists,
stopping short of lashing out at him. She was slave-bound and had
mastered the art of submissive behavior at an early age, yet there
was something about the Master of Crows that made her forget all
her training, her low place in the world. He was no more imperious
or overbearing than any other landed noble, but he struck an angry
chord in her every time he spoke.

Gurn motioned with his hands, his bald
head nodding in time with his enthusiastic gestures. Martise felt
vindicated. At least one person here was pleased with her
performance so far.

The mage grunted and walked away to
rummage through an empty crate. Whether he accepted Gurn’s silent
assessment of her morning’s work or not, no compliment was
forthcoming. She stiffened when he returned.

“Are you afraid of
heights?”

“No,” she said softly, schooling her
features into a placid expression. “I’m not.”

“Good. You can help me in the grove
while Gurn prepares our midday meal. Put on your satchel.” He
waited while she adjusted the bag on her shoulder. “If I remember
correctly, the bishop grows olives on his land.”

When had Silhara ever had occasion to
visit Cumbria at Asher? She'd never seen him there, and she had
served the manor and its master since she was seven years old. But
he was correct. The olive groves at Asher were many times the size
of Silhara's small orchard.

“Does he still bring Conclave
novitiates to harvest as unpaid labor?” His mouth turned up in a
faint sneer, which changed to a grudging smile. “He’s a skinflint,
but a shrewd one. If I employed the same technique, Gurn would be
able to feed me grapes all day.”

Martise clenched her teeth harder,
this time to suppress a laugh. Whatever his faults, the Master of
Crows knew much about the High Bishop’s miserly ways. Each harvest
season Cumbria brought novitiates to his groves to help harvest the
crops. He used the excuse they could practice their motion spells
to shake the trees free of their fruit and gather them in the
waiting cloths.

“That custom remains.”

He snorted. “I thought so.” His
expression darkened. “I don’t hold with the practice. Magery has
its place in the world, but not as a means to an easy life. And
whether Cumbria acknowledges it or not, those spells damage his
trees. I’ll have none of that here. We do it the hard way—as the
nongifted do—with ladders, bags and sore backs.” He raked her with
a glance. “There isn’t much to you, apprentice. I doubt you’ll be
any help.”

She stiffened, indignant at his
assumption. “I’m stronger than I look, Master, and I take direction
well.”

He didn’t look convinced. “We’ll see.”
He slapped Gurn on the shoulder and walked away to retrieve another
ladder lying on the ground near the crates. “I’ll take her now,
Gurn. Signal when lunch is ready.”

Gurn patted Martise on the arm and
strode back to the house. She froze at Silhara’s forbidding
stare.

“You’ve gained my servant’s trust.
Don’t abuse it.”

Apprehension ran cold in her veins.
The warning was a thinly veiled threat, ominous in its promise of
deadly retribution if she took advantage of Gurn. Whether Silhara
felt some affection for his servant or demanded his loyalty at all
costs, she knew her interaction with Gurn was crucial to her
survival here at Neith.

“I am not an unkind woman. I like Gurn
as well.”

His cold gaze didn’t warm. “Keep that
in mind, and any sense of self-preservation you may
harbor.”

She swallowed and hurried after him as
he took the second ladder and carried it to another tree farther
down the row. He leaned the ladder against the drooping branches,
and a fluster of crows bolted upward, cawing in protest at being
chased from their shaded haven.

“You’ll find a pair of gloves in your
satchel.” He raised his hands, displaying well-worn gloves with
thinning patches and stains on the palms. “Orange trees sport
thorns as long as your fingers, and they’re wicked
sharp.”

She reached into the satchel and found
an equally worn pair. They were too big, but not so large that they
made her clumsy. Silhara came to stand in front of her, and Martise
almost forgot to breathe. This close to him she was bombarded by a
multitude of sensations—the scent of citrus and orange blossom
laced with the musky heat of perspiration, the quiet rhythm of his
breathing as he helped her adjust the gloves, and above all, the
tingling flow of his Gift, pouring off him like water from a
fast-running stream.

Silhara tightened the leather straps
that held the gloves in place at her wrists. His motions slowed
when Martise ran the tip of her tongue over dry lips. She blushed
at his arrested expression, one which turned
calculating.

“I make you nervous.” The rasping
voice was quiet, almost caressing.

She had no reason to lie save pride,
and that was a poor reason indeed. “Yes, Master.” She lowered her
gaze to stare at his scar. “It’s said you are a dangerous and
powerful mage.”

A faint huff of laughter whispered
above her. “It’s also said I raise the dead, talk to the dead and
eat the dead.” He tilted her chin with a fingertip so she must look
at him. He was so close she saw the fine lines fanning out from his
black eyes and the hollows beneath his cheeks. His sensual mouth
curved into a mocking smile. “What do you believe?”

“I believe in learning for myself
instead of relying on the hearsay of others.”

A glimmer of approval darted through
his eyes before he lowered his hand and stepped away from her.
Martise sighed, relieved. The Master of Crows was an overwhelming
presence, frightening, annoying and fascinating. Being so close to
him, with her senses inundated by the force of his Gift and his
very maleness, made thinking difficult.

She stiffened at his touch on her
elbow, then followed him to the ladder and her assigned tree. The
spark of warmth from moments earlier was gone. His voice was
dispassionate, instructive—that of the teacher imparting the lesson
to the student.

Silhara cupped one of the oranges
hanging in clusters from a low branch and reached into an outside
pocket on his satchel. He withdrew a pair of small clippers. “Clip
the fruit gently. If you prefer to use your hands instead of the
clippers, pick like this.” He demonstrated by carefully twisting
and pulling the orange from the limb, leaving a scrap of stem and
the button of the fruit. “You still need to use the clippers to cut
the stems down or they’ll pierce the fruit you’ve left and cause
them to spoil.” He snapped the remaining stem off with the
clippers. “Now you.”

The oranges were cool to the touch,
and she did as instructed, twisting and pulling one orange off with
a careful tug.

He gave her the shears. “You can use
these. I’ve an extra pair.”

When she demonstrated her competency
to his satisfaction, he moved onto her next lesson, lifting her
satchel so she could see the drawstring ties at the bottom. “When
your bag gets too heavy, release this cord. The bottom will open,
and your fruit will roll out. I’d prefer you take them to the
crates to drop them, but you’ll lose a lot of time walking the
rows, so just come down the ladder and make a pile by the tree.”
His eyes narrowed. “Don’t open the bag when you’re high on the
ladder. You’ll bruise the fruit if you let them drop that
far.”

“Where should I start on the
tree?”

Once more that derisive smile graced
his mouth. “As close to the top as you can reach. Are you certain
you aren’t afraid of heights?”

He was goading her again. His morning
lessons had given her gray hairs, but even if they had instilled a
sudden fear of heights in her, Martise wouldn’t give him the
satisfaction of letting him see it. There were some things her
pride commanded she do, slave or not.

She gripped the clippers with tense
fingers. “Very certain.”

“Good. Then there’s no reason to
delay. Get up the ladder—that is if you can climb in those
skirts.”

She wordlessly handed him the clippers
and dropped her orange into her bag. In moments she had her skirts
twisted around her legs like makeshift breeches, with the ends
tucked securely into her cyrtel.

This time his small smile was genuine.
“I admire a practical woman.” He returned the clippers to her and
walked away. “Remember my instructions,” he said over one shoulder.
“Twist and pull carefully; cut the stems; don’t drop the
fruit.”

Or what?
she was tempted to ask in a rare moment of
rebellion.

Silhara kept walking. “Or I’ll add a
special twist to tomorrow’s incantation lesson,
apprentice.”

Her fallen clippers almost pinned her
foot to the earth.

 


 


 



CHAPTER SEVEN
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A crow landed on the window ledge and
eyed Silhara as he dressed for the morning. The light streaming
into the room silhouetted the bird in shadow, creating a spot of
darkness against the backdrop of orange trees and summer
sky.

He ignored his visitor and scrubbed
away blood and the last vestiges of sleep. The light hurt his eyes
but kept him from falling back to the bed in the hope of catching a
few hours of nightmare-free slumber. Corruption had tortured him
through the night with sinister dreams of a world burdened by the
god’s dominance. In those visions, he lived a life of decadent
privilege. Wealth untold, armies to do his bidding, women to
fulfill any carnal whim, every luxury and desire satisfied with a
snap of his fingers. All possible for the price of his humanity.
Most tempting of all was limitless magic. The ability to move
mountains, divert rivers, attain a near immortal life—this was the
greatest gift the god offered, and it poured a tantalizing stream
of such power into the sleeping mage.

A taste, Avatar, of what I
can give you if you yield to me.

The voice waned, replaced by a new
dream—a nightmare that still made Silhara shudder. He stood on an
endless beach made of ash instead of sand. Above him, a night sky
devoid of stars and moon bled into an equally black ocean. Only the
dull light of Corruption’s star provided any illumination, and its
reflection danced across the rolling water in nacreous paths. A
steady wind, smelling not of spindrift or fish, but of burnt bone,
fluttered his hair, sent the ash swirling softly over his feet, a
caress of cool, dead fingers across his toes.

Before him, the ocean stretched into a
limitless horizon. No gulls flew overhead; no fish leapt from the
water; no ships sailed the waves. He knew, with the certainty of
all dreams that, if he stepped off the beach and into the water,
there would be no bottom to touch, only a vast well of liquid
blackness into which he’d drown.

The waves pitched and receded,
unceasing in their hollow lullaby. Their music was broken abruptly
by a curve of darkness rising out of the depths. The shape sank
beneath the water only to rise again. Whales didn’t swim these
lifeless seas. He knew what rode the waves and stalked these dead
shores. A leviathan, immortal and pitiless, with a gaping maw that
swallowed souls. The steady break of the waves kept time to the
wind’s rhythms as the creature swam closer.

Terror rooted him to the spot, and he
waited. Waited on a beach whose ash was the cremated remains of
creatures that traversed a once-living world. Waited for the
monster to surface, stretch wide a black mouth and suck him down
into an eternal nothingness.

Corruption whispered in his dreams
once more.

A taste if you do
not.

He’d had awakened to a bloodied pillow
and hands that tingled from the god’s touch. He’d been tempted to
stumble down to the kitchen and filch some of Gurn’s Dragon Piss.
Only the thought of his servant’s expression and his apprentice’s
watchful gaze kept him from it. He had no wish to explain the blood
on his face or why his hands shook so badly he’d be challenged to
hold a goblet steady.

He finished his ablutions and stared
at the crow who still watched him. A large bird. Larger than those
normally nesting in the grove’s shady canopy.

“Come,” he said, and gestured.
Lightning sizzled down his arm. The crow’s eyes bulged, and it
screeched a final caw before bursting into a scattered pile of
smoking feathers and charred bones.

Cradling his burning hand to his
chest, Silhara stared at the smoldering mound on the ledge.
Corruption had left its mark on him from the previous night. The
spell, a gentle summons which should have coaxed instead of
coerced, had gone horribly wrong. He held up his hand. Blemished by
nothing more than hard calluses and ink stains, his fingers and
palm now held a warped power, one that made his magic
unpredictable. He growled. This wasn’t good. Power uncontrolled and
unknown was useless. For the moment, unless he chose to cast any
spell regardless of consequence, the god had rendered his magery
impotent.

Still, he didn’t deny the surge of
euphoria coursing through his blood. His fingers twitched, and
points of light shot off their tips. Such power was more seductive
than a beautiful, willing woman. Silhara knew his weaknesses. So
did the god.

He lowered his hand and approached the
window. The warm morning breeze sent scorched black feathers
whirling out over the grove. “My apologies, friend. Killing you
wasn’t my…”

The scent of magic, neither his nor
Corruption’s, teased his nostrils. He knew that scent, both
familiar and loathed. The bird reeked of Conclave. He swiped his
hand against the remains in a sharp gesture, clearing the ledge.
They fell in a thin black rain to the ground below.

Another spy for the priests. His
apprentice might well have brought the bird with her, or it might
have lived amongst his crows for months, flying home occasionally
to tattle to its masters. His regret at destroying the bird
vanished.

He finished dressing and left for the
kitchen. As usual, tea and oranges awaited him on the table. Gurn
and Martise sat across from one another carrying on a conversation
made up of hand signals and Martise’s lyrical voice. Silhara paused
in the doorway, content to observe unnoticed.

For all that he disliked having her
entrenched in his household, he’d grown to admire Cumbria’s spy.
Tenacious and resolute, she’d suffered through his morning lessons
without faltering. Her Gift had yet to manifest, but she hadn’t
fled in terror. Silhara despised admitting failure, but he
considered abandoning the morning exercises. They’d accomplished
nothing so far besides giving him a sick feeling in his
gut.

Most surprising of all, Martise was a
good harvester. What she lacked in strength, she made up for in
speed and thoroughness. He only had to instruct her once on the
proper technique of harvesting the fruit. Heat, ant bites and the
occasional sting from a wasp drunk on fermented oranges didn’t
deter her. After a week, she was almost as quick as Gurn and ruined
fewer oranges.

He admired the play of sunlight on her
russet hair and the timbre of her amazing voice. She rarely smiled,
and never for him, but he was often amused by the brief flashes of
wit she revealed. The dull servant who had faded into the shadows
of his study was slowly vanishing. The woman emerging in her place
fascinated him a little more each day.

Cumbria was more subtle and shrewd
than he first credited him. There was more to this woman than her
plain façade indicated. On the surface, she was dismal in her role
as spy, but he never trusted surface appearances. Martise possessed
something unique, something Cumbria could use for the purpose of
bringing his most hated adversary down. The trick was to find it
before she successfully cornered him with some damning treason that
would bring about Conclave’s brand of justice.

Cael, stretched out under the table,
saw him first. He wuffled a greeting but didn’t rise, content to
lie beneath Martise’s foot as she methodically rubbed the length of
his belly with her heel.

“Lazy mutt,” he muttered as he took
his place next to Gurn at the table. He eyed Martise who greeted
him with a bland look and softly spoken “Master.”

“You’ve ruined my dog.”

Cael’s protesting snort revealed
Martise had halted her massage. She gave Silhara a wary look.
“Forgive me, I don’t understand.”

The oranges in the bowl looked bright,
lush and unappetizing this morning. He took one and leisurely
peeled the skin in a continuous spiral. “If I hear another apology
from you, I think I’ll drown you in the well.” He swallowed a laugh
when she paled. “Martise, you must bear a terrible burden of guilt
over past sins. I don’t think I’ve ever heard a person say ‘sorry’
as often as you do with so little provocation.” He popped an orange
segment into his mouth and conquered the urge to retch as the juice
burst on his tongue.

Martise went crimson but said nothing.
Silhara swallowed the bite of orange and sipped his tea to cleanse
his mouth. He peered under the table and frowned at Cael. The hound
ignored him and rolled under Martise’s foot in an obvious request
to resume her caress.

“You spoil him. I now have a
mage-finder who spends his days lolling with the swine and begging
caresses from a woman.” Gurn snorted into his tea cup, and Silhara
raised an eyebrow. “Not that I blame him for the last.”

“I’m confused, Master. Do you speak of
the failures of men or dogs?”

He almost choked on the second piece
of orange and spat it onto the floor. Martise’s face blurred as his
eyes watered. Gurn chuckled. His apprentice watched him, her copper
gaze steady. For a moment Silhara caught a gleam of teasing humor
in her eyes before it vanished.

“Does it matter? We’re often one and
the same.” He let her finish her porridge while he and Gurn made
plans for market day in Eastern Prime.

“We’ll take what we have now and
deliver it to Fors the day before market opens. He’ll try and
charge a storage fee.” Silhara poured another cup of tea. “You’d
think he’d learn after all these years of trade that I’m not an
easy mark.”

Gurn’s hands sketched patterns in the
air while Silhara watched and answered.

“Martise will be traveling with us.
The two of you can buy supplies while I negotiate with our greedy
little merchant. The sooner we’re done, the better. There’s more to
harvest, and I don’t want my fruit rotting on the trees before we
can pick it.”

He waited for Martise to eat her last
spoonful of breakfast. “Have you ever been to Eastern
Prime?”

“Not since I was a child. It’s too far
from Asher to bother. The High Bishop sends his factor to Calderes,
though it’s a smaller town and market.”

“But well known for its luxury goods
and rich patrons.” He traced a Calderan trade symbol on the scarred
tabletop. “You’ll accompany us when we travel to Eastern Prime in
ten days. Be prepared. You may not remember, but Prime is a port
city. Bigger and far less genteel than Calderes. They run the slave
markets there, and the whoremasters are ever on the prowl for young
women. When we’re there, stay close to Gurn.”

Silhara frowned, puzzled by her sudden
somber cast. “It’s not a wish, Martise. It’s a command.”

She rose to clear her place, flinching
as her free hand held the table edge in a white-knuckled grip. She
shuffled to the sink, moving more like a half-dead crone than a
healthy young woman. A gray pallor washed her skin, and she
couldn’t hide a wince when she faced him.

“Should I await you in the hall for
our lesson?”

The image of the destroyed crow played
across his memory. Silhara had set Martise on fire once during
their lessons. Brutal both in purpose and execution, the spell had
been one he’d controlled through its entirety. His apprentice had
come away from the experience reeling with shock but no injuries
save a burnt hem. While he felt it fading, the god’s touch still
lingered in his hands, made his fingers spasm in short intervals.
Despite his wariness of her, Silhara had no wish to mete out the
same end, or something worse, to his apprentice. If he had to kill
her, he’d do it on his terms with his magic firmly under
control.

She stood patiently before him,
awaiting his answer. He raked her with his gaze. Martise always
carried herself erect, with a quiet dignity he’d grown to admire.
This morning she slouched, right shoulder sloped a little lower
than the left.

“I think we’ll forego the lessons
today.” Surprise widened her eyes. Even Gurn stared at him,
puzzled. “You walk like an old woman. Why didn’t you tell Gurn
you’re sore from harvesting?”

The flush rising from her neck to her
cheeks chased away the gray. She glanced at Gurn who frowned his
disapproval at her secrecy. “I didn’t think it important. My work
hasn’t suffered for it.”

Silhara rose to stand before her. She
stiffened and winced. He liked her scent, redolent of sunshine and
Gurn’s rosewater soap. “No, not yet. But it will. You aren’t much
good to me on a ladder when you can hardly walk or hold yourself
upright.”

“I can work well enough…” she argued
before snapping her mouth closed in mutinous silence. “What would
you have me do, Master?” she finally asked.

“You can look at me instead of my
feet.”

She met his eyes, her expression
blank. Silhara shook his head. “That might fool others, but not
me.” He addressed Gurn over his shoulder. “I need her in the
library today anyway. We’ll harvest tomorrow. Are there candles in
the stillroom?”

The servant nodded and began clearing
the breakfast remains from the table. He waved a hand at Martise,
frowning even harder. Silhara sighed and looked back at her. “Gurn
believes you’re a fragile thing, deserving of my delicacy.” He
smiled faintly when she held up her palms, revealing a wealth of
calluses, blisters and a scar or two.

“These are not a delicate woman’s
hands. I need no special treatment.” She peeked around him to wink
at Gurn. “Though I appreciate Gurn’s concern.”

Silhara stared at Gurn. His servant
shrugged, unapologetic over his obvious friendship with Conclave’s
puppet. Martise’s expression mirrored Gurn’s, a flicker of
rebellion dancing in her eyes for a moment, as if she dared him to
forbid such a relationship.

He stepped around her and strode to
the door that opened to the bailey. “No one at Neith receives
special treatment, but I do need you to work to your best ability.
You aren’t there today.” He waved her to him. “Come. I’ve something
to ease your aches.”

Dread and curiosity played across her
features, but she followed, keeping a distance behind him as they
crossed the bailey yard and wove through rows of Gurn’s rose bushes
before reaching a small outbuilding attached to the south side of
the manor.

It took a few moments for his eyes to
adjust to the stillroom’s darkness. He found candles in a box by
the door and lit four. Martise put two in the holders he pointed
out at the long table in the center of the room. He set his own
candles in place and waited while she surveyed her
surroundings.

The stillroom, smothered in the smells
of orange flower and olive oil, was his true money maker. He and
Gurn broke their backs each season harvesting cart loads of oranges
for sale at Eastern Prime’s busy marketplace. It made enough to
keep them both fed. But it was the neroli oil and petitgrain he
distilled which brought him the greatest profits. Luxury items made
in small batches and sought after by the wealthy aristos, they
fetched a high price at market.

His apprentice, fascinated by the rows
of bottles and decanters filling every space on the tables and
shelves built against the walls, strolled around the room,
occasionally touching an empty distillation vat or a decorative
perfume bottle made to catch a woman’s eye. The table held an array
of candlesticks, bowls, strainers, mortars and pestles. Dried herbs
hung in decimated strings from the low beams, and the scatter of
dried orange flowers crunched under foot.

“You make perfumes.” A faint yearning
colored her statement.

“Among other things. We harvest
flowers from a set number of trees in late spring, along with
leaves and young twigs. The oils and petitgrains go for a higher
price than the syrups and elixirs, but the last two do well enough.
We’ll harvest again in autumn. The yield isn’t as good or as
high-quality, but people still buy.”

“Madam Dela-fé always wore orange
flower scent. I disliked the woman but loved the way she
smelled.”

Silhara lifted a staying hand when she
tensed and parted her lips for the inevitable apology. “You’ve
brightened my morning with that bit of knowledge, Martise, but the
apologies are tiresome.” He didn’t expound on the pleasure he took
in knowing Cumbria’s deranged wife bought his products.

A large, weathered cabinet stood in
one corner. The doors were removed, revealing shelves lined with
small jars and crocks. He took one and set it on the table near
where Martise stood.

“Remove your clothing,” he
said.

He scowled at the burgeoning horror in
her gaze. He’d earned his notoriety, done many things in his
lifetime that had made him outcast amongst his neighbors,
acquaintances and the powerful priesthood who sought to control
him. But he’d never raped a woman, and had no intention of doing so
now.

Her wondrous voice was reduced to a
mouse’s squeak as she pleaded with him and backed against the
table. “Please,” she whispered, holding up one hand to ward him
off. “I beg you…”

“Martise.” He kept his own voice
devoid of inflection and pointed to the jar he’d taken from the
shelf. “I’ve a liniment to ease the pain in your back.” He waited,
unmoving as his words seeped into her panic-ridden mind. “Don’t you
think if I wanted to force you, I would have done so by now? Even
Gurn, despite your friendship with him, wouldn’t stop me. Nor could
he.”

She stared at him, eyes still huge
with fright, but her breathing had slowed at his words. Silhara
noted that while she cowered before him, the hand not holding him
symbolically at bay was searching the table behind her for a
weapon. He inclined his head in approval. Terrified she might be,
but not beaten. She’d fight him, despite overwhelming
odds.

“Whether you accept my help or not
means little to me. You can continue picking oranges in all your
noble suffering, just as long as you pick. Make up your mind. The
day is wasting.”

Several tense moments passed in
silence while he waited. Martise took a deep breath and relaxed,
one knotted muscle at a time. “My back and shoulder
hurt.”

“I imagine they do.” He motioned for
her to present her back and pulled the cork stopper from the jar.
“Gurn makes this liniment, not I. If I didn’t know better, I’d
think he uses spellwork in the making. It’s that effective.” He
kept up a steady stream of conversation as she presented her back
to him and began unlacing her tunic and leine. “He’s a cagey
bastard with the recipe. Refuses to reveal his secrets. I suppose
I’ll have to torture it out of him one of these days.”

Martise lowered her garments to rest
against the crook of her arms. Her voice was prim. “That should be
enough.”

He might have laughed were he not so
distracted by the sight before him. Her nape, darkened to a honey
color from working outside, contrasted sharply with the ivory skin
of her shoulders. Shrouded in her castoff woolens, she presented a
shape with all the allure of a potato. Not so when the clothes came
off. The graceful line of her back flowed into a slender waist and
the gentle curve of her hips. Two shallow dimples marked her lower
back, tempting him to press a finger into their indentations.
Silhara was no sculptor, but he suddenly understood why men with
such talent were inspired to carve beauty in stone.

That flawless back was currently
marred by a misshapen ripple of muscle curving below her right
shoulder blade. Another lump swelled where her neck met her
shoulder.

Martise, still as a marble pillar,
tensed even more beneath his silent perusal. She hissed in pain for
her troubles and reached automatically to massage the top of her
shoulder with the opposite hand. Silhara caught a brief glimpse of
the curve of one breast before she remembered her position and
pulled her hand back in place. He chuckled at the blush reddening
her nape.

“Your modesty is wasted on me.” He
slapped a dollop of cool liniment on her back, ignoring her gasp.
“I’ve seen more bare tits in my lifetime than a guild of wet
nurses.” His fingers worked steady circles on her back and
shoulder, massaging in the healing salve. The frozen muscle below
her shoulder blade was unyielding at first, and he wondered how
she’d managed days of harvesting without uttering a word of
complaint.

“Before my mother
contracted the pox, she worked in a brothel catering to aristos. I
earned a coin or two running errands or delivering messages for the
other hourin. It
was common practice for a houri
to bare herself—an easy and effective way to
display her wares to a potential customer.”

She turned her head a fraction. Her
sidelong gaze was curious. “How old were you?”

“Six or seven. It was much the same
when I was older, and my mother worked the docks.” He continued
kneading her back, moving up to the tight ridge along the top of
her shoulder. He smiled as she slowly relaxed under his hands. “And
I had my fair share of novitiates at Conclave Redoubt.” He pressed
the heel of his hand into a tight band of muscle and Martise
yelped. “Now, if you had three breasts, I might be curious enough
to ogle you.”

Her laughter filled the small room
before she cloaked it in a cough. That, more than the silky glide
of her skin under his palms, bewitched him. He’d never heard her
laugh before. As lyrical as her voice, her laughter transformed her
from peahen to swan. Standing behind her, he had only a view of her
tightly bound hair and supple back. He could look over her shoulder
and see the press of her cleavage against her folded arms, but he
couldn’t see her face. The urge to turn her around so that he might
watch her laugh again was almost overwhelming.

His slippery hands slid to her waist,
fingers pressed against her sides as his thumbs came to rest in the
dimples that had teased him when she first revealed her back. A
surge of heat suffused his limbs. Martise, smooth-skinned, smelling
of flowers and warm woman, stood close enough that her heartbeat
skated vibrations across his chest when he leaned into her back.
She didn’t move, but her stillness was that of trapped prey. She
breathed in shallow pants, and a rosy flush dusted her neck and
shoulders.

He backed away, snapped out of his
stupor by the awareness of her fear. He wiped his hands on his
shirt hem and stoppered the liniment jar. “We’re finished here. Get
dressed.” He congratulated himself on the coldness in his
voice.

She yanked tunic and leine up in one
tug, retying her laces without looking at him. He slid the jar
toward her. “Here. I suspect your legs feel as your back did, but
you can tend those yourself, lest we forget who is master here and
who isn’t.”

He poured a wealth of scorn into his
words, angered by his brief lapse of control. Martise faced him,
her face expressionless, eyes gleaming in the stillroom’s shadows.
She clutched the jar. “Thank you, Master.”

He strode to the door. “Take it to
your room, then meet me in the library. Gurn will show you where it
is if you don’t already know. It’s time I used you for the purpose
that keeps you under my roof.”

He stalked out of the stillroom and
headed for the house, muttering the entire way about lazy dogs,
insolent servants, interfering gods and the evils of
womankind.
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Martise reached between branches
bristling with thorns and snipped a cluster of oranges. They fell
into her palm hard enough to press her hand down onto a nearby
thorn so that it pierced her glove and jabbed her middle
knuckle.

“Ouch!” She jerked away from the
evil-looking spike protruding from its branch. The thorn broke,
leaving a sharp ache radiating into her fingers. She dropped the
oranges into her satchel and pulled off her glove to check her
injury. Nothing more than a red pinprick, it felt as if Cael had
sank one of his canines into her. She glared at the tree.
Harvesting oranges was dirty, painful work—very different from
harvesting olives. So far she’d been poked, stung and bitten by the
various insects crawling on or flying about the trees and by the
trees themselves. The crows were another pestilence. A day rarely
went by that she wasn’t cleaning droppings off her hat.

Thank merciful Bursin for Silhara’s
library. She looked forward to lunch and the hours following it.
Spending the latter part of the day and evening among
musty-smelling tomes and translating dead languages was preferable
to this, even if she battled the occasional spider over a
manuscript.

A wet splat struck the brim of her
hat. Above her, a crow perched on a branch and eyed her with a
beady black stare. She shooed it with her loose glove. The bird
fluttered his wings and hopped out of range but refused to give up
his place.

“Master of Crows,” she muttered. “More
like Master of Ants, or Master of Wasps, or Master of Bird
Droppings.” She yanked her glove back over her sore hand and glared
at the crow. Silhara might disapprove of Cumbria’s use of magic to
harvest his olive crop, but from where she stood, balanced on a
rickety ladder and wedged between branches bristling with thorns,
the idea had real merit.

She stared at the crow. Time had flown
at Neith. More than a month had gone by, and she was no closer to
finding evidence of Silhara’s suspected crimes than when she first
arrived. Cumbria would have grown impatient for news. Martise had
none to give him other than the Corruption star seemed to hover
over the manor these days, and the mage studiously ignored its
presence. The bishop might be interested in knowing she now had
access to the library, but there was little to tell other than
she’d been set the task of finding a kill ritual that could destroy
the god. It was better than nothing.

With the hundreds, if not thousands,
of crows residing in the grove, there was no telling if Cumbria’s
messenger crow was nearby, waiting for her to summon him. If only
he’d had chosen another way for her to call Micah to her. Though
she’d been graced with a speaking voice that mesmerized crowds, she
couldn’t sing a single note. The servants of Asher had begged her
not to chant with them as they walked wool, pressed olives or
performed the endless chores that kept Asher running smoothly. And
the hunting hounds never failed to set up a chorus of howls if they
heard her.

She shrugged. It was Cumbria’s idea
that she sing to the bird to summon him, and she was an obedient
slave. She descended two rungs of the ladder and peered under the
branches. The grove around her was quiet, empty. Silhara harvested
the trees in another corner of the orchard, and Gurn was in the
house preparing their lunch. She was alone here, except for the
crow who’d graciously decorated her hat. Martise hoped he stayed
long enough to hear the first strains of her lullaby. A fitting
revenge.

She ascended into the tree again,
grateful for its cover this time. Braced on the ladder, she cleared
her throat and sang the first chorus of the Nanteri lullaby. As she
predicted, the crow quickly abandoned his perch and flew away. No
bird returned to replace him. Martise finished the lullaby, wincing
at the off-key notes warbling from her lips, and waited. Micah
didn’t come. She tried again, a little louder. Still no messenger
crow. She tried a third time, almost shouting the words so the bird
would hear. In the distance, Cael howled in response.

Far into the second chorus and almost
hoarse with her efforts, she didn’t hear her visitor until the
branches around her shook. She screeched in surprise when her
ladder thumped against its supporting branch. Leaves rustled and
parted, revealing Silhara’s sharp, dusty features. His eyes were
wide with astonished horror. He’d climbed her tree and balanced on
a thick limb just below her. His height put him at eye-level with
her, and she blushed at the appalled look on his face.

“What in Bursin’s holy name is that?”
he snarled.

If it were possible to die of
embarrassment, Martise was sure she wouldn’t survive the next few
minutes. “I was singing.”

His eyebrows rose almost to his
hairline. “Singing. Is that what you call it? It sounded like
someone was torturing a cat.”

“I thought I might work faster if I
sang.” She wiped the perspiration from her forehead with a gloved
hand and regretted the action. The swipe of citrus oil she’d left
on her skin burned. Cael continued to howl, and a door shut with a
bang.

"That will be Gurn coming to rescue us
from whatever demon he thinks is attacking." The branch supporting
Silhara creaked as he adjusted his stance and leaned closer to her.
“Tell me something, Martise.” A leaf slapped him in the eye, and he
ripped it off its twig with an irritated snap. “How is it that a
woman, blessed with a voice that could make a man come, sings badly
enough to frighten the dead?”

She was saved from having to answer
the outlandish question by the quick thud of running footsteps.
Silhara disappeared briefly from view when he bent to greet their
visitor. Unfortunately, his answers to Gurn’s unspoken questions
were loud and clear.

“That was Martise you heard. She
was…singing.”

“Trust me, I’m not jesting. You can
unload your bow.”

His next indignant response made her
smile. “No, I wasn’t beating her! She’s the one tormenting me with
that hideous wailing!”

Martise hid her smile when he
reappeared before her. His scowl was ferocious. “Don’t sing.” He
pointed a finger at her for emphasis. “You’ve scared my dog, my
birds and my servant with your yowling.” He paused. “You’ve even
managed to scare me.”

“I’m sorry, Mast…” She halted when the
scowl deepened.

“Don’t sing,” he repeated.

She nodded. He eyed her one last time
in warning before dropping from the branch and climbing nimbly down
the tree.

Well, Martise thought. That ended in
utter failure and humiliation. She didn’t know how Cumbria expected
her to send him messages when his messenger wouldn’t respond to her
calls. Then again, if Micah had any sense, he’d flown away with the
rest of the crows at her first shrill note.

Her thoughts caught on Silhara’s
coarse comment regarding her voice. The most left-handed compliment
she’d ever received, it still managed to send a pleasant heat
through her. Most often, she dreaded such remarks from people, even
the more refined ones. They were usually accompanied by the callous
observation of what a pity it was her face didn’t match her
voice.

She had never held any illusions
concerning her appearance. She’d been fooled once into thinking it
didn’t matter to someone else and had come away with a bruised
heart for her mistake. The small cuts about her plainness, whether
purposeful or inadvertent, hurt less after so many years, but the
pain never truly faded. She was grateful that Silhara, as abrupt
and snide as he could be at times, had only once commented on her
looks. Even then, she wasn’t sure if she’d misunderstood his
offhand remark about not bothering to primp for them. If he thought
her as drab as others did, he kept his opinions to
himself.

She paused in reaching for another
cluster of oranges and shook her head to rid herself of the memory
of her time with him in the stillroom. Rape didn’t require beauty.
Silhara’s blunt command that she undress had nearly driven her into
a blind panic. Only the obvious disinterest in his eyes and the
half bored, half irritated note in his rough voice calmed her. He’d
massaged the liniment into her back with strong fingers, kneading
tight, aching muscles until she almost fell in a boneless heap on
the floor.

He had good hands.
Graceful, adept. They were the hands of a scholar save for the
rough calluses that covered the pads of his fingers and toughened
his palms. He’d eased the pain in muscles still unused to the
rigors of orange harvesting, all the while entertaining her with
anecdotes of his past. He’d suffered a harsh childhood, yet he
spoke of it and his mother in a matter-of-fact tone, as if every
six-year old lived in a brothel and acted as messenger to
hourin and the men they
serviced. He’d even surprised a laugh out of her. His was an
irreverent humor, dry and often sarcastic.

Martise frowned and cut the cluster of
oranges from their branch with more force than necessary. He
fascinated her, drew her in ways no man ever had before him. Not
even her old lover Balian, whom she once thought she loved. The
sensation of Silhara close behind her, smoothing her skin with
rough hands, had mesmerized her. Her first fear had evaporated,
making her aware that she stood alone with him in the dark,
fragrant stillroom.

That awareness had changed to a
humming tension which danced along her spine when his hands lowered
to her waist, fingers flexing gently against her skin. He’d curved
his tall frame into hers, and she’d drowned in a myriad of
sensations—the smoky sweetness of tobacco and orange flower, a
whisper of cloth, the puff of air tickling her ear as he drew
closer. Thank Bursin he’d stepped away when he did, or she might
have been tempted to lean back into his warmth, forgetting her
purpose at Neith and the many reasons why she should despise
him.

He was an enigma. To anyone except
maybe Gurn. Son of a prostitute, poor landowner, Conclave-trained,
a mage of notoriety instead of renown, he was a strange combination
of opposing roles. Eloquent and vulgar by turn, he was quick with a
quip or an insult. His methods for making her Gift manifest were
terrifying and extreme. Martise had been relieved when he
pronounced them useless and halted them. He was a strict
taskmaster, chiding her when she did something wrong but just as
willing to show her the proper way of completing the task. He
worked her and Gurn from dawn to dusk and even later, when she
toiled away at translations and research in the candlelit library.
No one questioned who ruled here, but Silhara worked as hard, if
not harder, than they did and never put himself above any
chore.

Even now, he was ensconced in an
orange tree nearby, probably swatting wasps and dodging bird
droppings as he picked fruit and cursed her name for bludgeoning
his ears with her lullaby. The image made her grin and chased away
the seductive heat pooling in her belly.

She was saved from further
introspection by a loud clang. Gurn called them to lunch. Her
stomach rumbled in response, and she made quick work leaving the
orchard, stripping off the hat and cleaning her face and hands at
the well pump.

The servant’s blue eyes glinted at her
as he signed from the kitchen door. Martise, used to his particular
language now, blushed and raised her chin. “You’re exaggerating. My
singing wasn’t that bad.” He snorted in disagreement and nudged her
toward the table.

She was seated and pouring tea for
everyone when Silhara came through the door. His face, still damp
from a quick wash, was grim. He sat in his customary spot across
from her. Martise expected additional acidic commentary about her
singing, but he only addressed Gurn.

“We need rain. This drought’s lasted
too long. Some of the younger trees are dropping leaves. If this
keeps up, we’ll have little flowering come autumn.”

Gurn’s normally amiable features went
as dark as Silhara’s. He finished laying out the rest of their
lunch and sat down. The kitchen was dead quiet until Martise, eaten
with curiosity, spoke.

“What will this mean for your
orchard?”

Silhara filled his plate
with cheese, bread, slices of smoked pork and small tomatoes from
Gurn’s garden. “A poor harvest for next year.” He slid the
ever-present bowl of oranges toward Gurn. “Too much leaf-drop means
fewer flowers. Fewer flowers mean less fruit. Less fruit to sell,
less money made. We starve.” He wore that familiar, derisive
half-smile. “Good thing I’m a crow mage. We sell our magic
like hourin sell
their bodies.”

Martise didn’t answer. Everyone knew
of Conclave’s distaste for the mages who sold the labors of their
Gifts for money. Silhara’s given title of Master of Crows was no
compliment.

She was content to sip tea and listen
to him converse with Gurn and plan their trip to Eastern Prime. She
no longer watched in astonishment while he ate. The first time he
had sat down to lunch with her and Gurn, she’d gawked as he
consumed a loaf of bread, half a small wheel of cheese, an entire
chicken, five boiled eggs and a bowl of olives.

She’d expected him to eat more at
lunch than he did at breakfast, but he amazed her. After working
hours in the grove, she was starving by lunchtime, and that was
with Gurn’s porridge sticking to her ribs. She didn’t know how
Silhara managed to work on so little breakfast. His scant meal of
tea and two oranges in the morning wouldn’t hold a child until
midday. He made up for it at lunch. It was no wonder the servant
baked enough bread for an army and kept a coop full of nesting
hens.

“Have you found anything on god
rituals?” He popped a tomato in his mouth and chewed.

She paused in buttering a slice of
bread. “Only a few things, and none that speak of defeating one
through magery. The Dalatian chronicles mention a god destroyed by
disbelief. But that took generations to accomplish and the
introduction of a new god.”

Silhara stabbed a slice of pork with
his knife. “Generations? That’s a luxury of time we don’t have. I
doubt Corruption will be content to wait another few hundred years
before seizing control.”

She nodded. “Before I came to Neith,
there were rumors of strange plagues in the southern provinces.
Crops dying for no apparent cause and famine in the outlying
areas.”

He scowled. “An impatient god is a
dangerous one.” He steepled his hands together and peered at her
over the tops of his fingers. “Try harder. My library is extensive.
There must be something.”

A growl of frustration rose in her
throat, and she swallowed it down. He’d assigned her no easy task.
His library was extraordinary. A room of shelves stretching from
floor to ceiling, filled to overflowing with tomes, scrolls and
sheaves of loose-leaf manuscripts. Some looked almost new, while
others crumbled under her fingers, so ancient their ink had faded
to mere shadows on the yellowed parchment. She had no doubt some
jewel of information lay hidden in that mountain of knowledge, but
the search proved to be monumental and overwhelming. She possessed
a unique talent for remembering every detail she’d read, every
conversation she heard. But she was one woman amongst thousands of
documents.

Silhara helped her at night, when his
work in the grove was done for the evening. They sometimes took
supper in the library, with Gurn retrieving books from the high
shelves while she and Silhara pored over pages of archaic words,
looking for that one ceremony that might aid them. For all the
power of his Gift, he neither possessed her skill with translation
nor her memory. He deciphered text much slower than she did. There
were times when he’d pin her with a speculative stare when she
directed him to a specific page of a specific grimoir for more
information. So far their best efforts had been fruitless, and
Martise was as frustrated as he over their lack of progress. Try
harder. She glared at her plate.

“Martise, lower your knife. There are
more than a few people eager to carve out my heart. You’ll have to
take your place in line.”

She glanced up, startled. Amusement
lightened his dark eyes. She looked at her hand fisted around her
eating knife in a death grip. The knife struck the table with a
clatter. She cleared her throat and stopped just short of
apologizing when his eyes narrowed. “I wasn’t…”

“Wasn’t what? Dreaming of ways to skin
my hide and nail it to my chamber door?” He laughed, a rough
grating sound. “You’re better than most at concealing your
thoughts.” He paused, and his gaze lowered. The timbre of his voice
changed, smoothed and deepened. “But you have an expressive mouth.
What you hide in your eyes is revealed there.”

Her stomach somersaulted against her
ribs. She licked her bottom lip. His eyes went blacker than the
most forbidden arcana spell. She took a breath, as unnerved by her
reaction to his words as the words themselves. “I’ll try
harder.”

“I’m certain you will.” He dragged his
gaze to Gurn. “Pull out the large chest in the corner by the south
window and unlock it. She can search the grimoires.”

He looked back. His voice was raspy
again. “We’ll try something new tonight. I’ve books taken from
Iwehvenn Keep. Old tomes with writings about the Wastelands and
their ancient magic. There may be nothing of use to us, but it’s
worth a look.”

The sip of tea she’d taken soured in
her mouth. She swallowed hard. “Iwehvenn Keep? The lich’s
stronghold?”

He nodded. “The very one. The Eater of
Souls is far more interested in feasting on the spirit of the
unlucky traveler than he is in reading. He won’t miss what I
took.”

Martise struggled to keep from gaping
at him. She’d grown up listening to the horror stories of the Soul
Eater of Iwehvenn and the hapless victims who’d fallen prey to its
ravenous appetite. That Silhara had willingly breached the lich’s
fortress and come away unscathed was extraordinary and a testament
to his cunning and the strength of his Gift.

No wonder the priesthood feared him. A
mage that young, who commanded such power, was formidable and not
easily matched nor defeated.

Silhara drained his cup and rose.
“I’ve wasted enough time.” He eyed Martise. “Gurn will show you
where I keep those tomes. Your fingers may pain you. The lich’s
taint still lingers on the pages.”

He left her with a warning reminder.
“No singing in the library. No singing anywhere. If I hear you,
I’ll see to it you’re as mute as Gurn for the rest of your stay at
Neith.”

She held up her hands in surrender.
“No singing. I swear.”

The rest of lunch was quick and
uneventful. Martise helped Gurn clear away the food and wash
dishes.

“Gurn,” she said. He paused in
straightening the larder. “The grove is more than a source of
income, isn’t it? Silhara loves those trees.”

Mute but adept at expressing his
thoughts and opinions, he draped long arms over the larder’s door
and stared at her in somber approval. Even had he not nodded and
confirmed her supposition, she knew she was right. Silhara
treasured his small orange grove in the way another man would
treasure a beloved wife or child. Martise frowned, oddly troubled
by her observation. She had yet to discover his heresy, but she’d
found his vulnerability.

The disturbing thought stayed with her
as she made her way to the library and the tomes awaiting her
perusal. Her long-suffering sigh echoed in the cavernous room, a
far cry from her reaction at seeing the library for the first time.
Cumbria’s library at Asher was extensive, but nothing compared to
the one at Neith. Only Conclave’s equaled it in scope and variety,
and that library served hundreds of priests and
novitiates.

Narrow windows, flanked by
bookshelves, filtered light in from the south and east. At night,
she was often distracted from her reading by the glimmer of stars
and moon as they hung jewel-like in the window’s frame of the night
sky—and relieved that she didn’t see Corruption’s star from this
vantage point.

The chamber wasn’t as dusty as most of
the manor, but it was far from neat. Grimoires and scrolls lay
scattered across the floor and stacked in haphazard fashion on the
shelves. The two tables placed in the center almost sagged under
the weight of more. Open chests spilled loose pages onto the floor.
It had taken her two days to figure out an orderly way to conduct
her research and not drown in a sea of parchment.

Gurn arrived and pointed to a small
chest tucked in a corner near the south windows. He unlocked it
with a rusted key, and a cloud of dust rose from the chest’s
interior. Martise choked, and Gurn covered his mouth with the hem
of his tunic while he pulled the stack of grimoires out and piled
them on the floor.

She stared at the cover of the first
tome, captivated by the curving symbols etched into the cracked
leather. She recognized the writing, an extinct script of the far
northern countries that bordered the outland Waste. One of her
Conclave mentors, an ancient priestess and scribe from those
distant lands, had taught her how to read early
Helenese.

“Remember it always, Martise,” she’d
commanded in a reedy voice. “There are few left alive who can read
the old Northern tongue. Too much knowledge is already
lost.”

Gurn hovered at her side, eyeing the
books with more revulsion than fascination. She waved him off. “Go
on, Gurn. Silhara is probably wondering what’s taking you so long.”
She sank to her knees before the books. “I’ll be fine
here.”

She didn’t hear him leave, too
entranced by the knowledge revealed within the books. Her hands
tingled unpleasantly each time she touched the pages. Mild nausea
made her stomach roil, but it wasn’t enough make her abandon the
trove of information before her. She took a more comfortable seat
on the floor and began reading.

The dying sun cast long shadows across
her lap. Martise raised her head for the first time in hours, aware
of an ache in her neck and the beginnings of a headache. The
library had taken on a surreal cast, silvering with the moon’s rise
and the last sparkle of dust motes.

“A woman garbed in moonlight is a fair
sight indeed.”

Silhara stood over her, his approach
silent as always. Shadows hollowed the spaces beneath his
cheekbones and highlighted the arch of his nose. He stared at her,
eyes glittering. “Did you try harder, Martise?” His voice, too
damaged ever to caress, stroked her skin.

She raised the book she held to him.
“I did, Master. And I think I’ve found your god-killer.”
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“What do you mean half the ritual is
missing?”

Silhara scowled at the scatter of
loose papers Martise had spread before him. Candlelight danced with
the moon's glow as it streamed through the library windows.
Martise, sitting next to him, pinched the bridge of her nose. The
action gave him pause. His apprentice, normally so diligent at
hiding her emotions, had twice today revealed her frustration with
him. First, the knife clutched in her hand at lunch and now this.
He didn’t know whether to laugh or reprimand her. But he couldn’t
resist the chance to goad her.

“Did you lose the additional pages? I
don’t like carelessness, Martise.”

He heard her teeth snap together. “No,
Master. There were no additional pages to lose.” She rubbed her
temples. It was past midnight, and the two of them had been
studying this particular tome since he’d returned to the library
and found her sitting on the floor with the lich’s books spread
around her. “As you can see, the pages are falling out of the
book.” She waved a hand at the individual pieces. “The binding is
old and the threads rotted. I’m surprised it held together this
long.” Her sidelong look was hesitant. “Is it possible some pages
fell and were left behind when you stole…I mean took the
books?”

He leaned back against his chair and
cursed. “Not possible. Probable. I had no wish to linger and taste
the soul eater’s brand of hospitality. Those pages, and others, are
likely gathering dust in Iwehvenn’s library.” He smirked at her.
“And I’m usually such a careful thief.”

Martise blushed and lowered her eyes.
“I meant no offense.”

“Ah, another way to apologize. You
have an impressive arsenal of conciliatory statements. I’ve known
slaves less contrite than you.” Her expressive mouth tightened to a
thin line. She had a finely curved jaw and a long neck revealed by
her upswept hair. Silhara hadn’t noticed either before. A trick of
the moonlight, he thought. Graced by a sliver of silvery radiance
piercing the window, she reminded him of a moth—colorless in the
daylight but ethereal at night.

He cast a baleful glare at the papers
with their rows of archaic script. He’d done passably well with
transcription and translation during his years at Conclave, but his
skills were nowhere near Martise’s expertise. He’d been too busy
brawling with fellow novitiates in the shadowed corridors,
terrorizing his teachers with the unpredictable strength of his
Gift and causing general mayhem at Conclave Redoubt.

“Read it again. There must be enough
there to build upon.”

Her faint sigh carried a wealth of
grudging acquiescence. Silhara promised himself he'd listen closely
and not become ensorcelled by her voice as she read the passage for
a third time.

“In the spring of the
black moon, before the Waste seized the lands between the Kor
Mountains and the ice sea, thirteen kings gathered on Gladia’s
Knoll to destroy the false god Amunsa. Of these thirteen, only one
was from the lands of the sun. Birdixan. Bound by blood and light,
they swore to…”

Silhara groaned and held up a hand to
stop her. “The gods save us from bards with runaway quills. We’ll
still be here at dawn before this dead scribe gets to the point.”
Martise’s slight smile lessened the tiredness in her features.
“You’ve a fine voice, Martise, but I want to go to bed soon. Let’s
summarize.”

He began ticking off relevant points
with his fingers. “A few thousand years ago a dozen mage-kings
gather to kill off one false god who sounds like Corruption’s
sibling. They invoke blood-bonding, the strongest and deadliest of
ritual magic. One of the kings, Birdixan, chooses to act as martyr
and sacrifices himself in the ritual. But how?”

She shrugged. “We need the missing
pages.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.” He
drummed his fingers on chair arm and cursed under his breath. He’d
have to go back to Iwehvenn and find those pages. If he was lucky,
they’d still be where he dropped them, in the lich’s ruin of a
library. If his luck held, he’d make it out of the stronghold for
the second time, alive.

Along with his apprentice.

She massaged her lower back. “Whatever
ritual the kings used, they were successful. There is no Amunsa
listed in the later histories, no ruins of temples built to him,
not even in the North.”

Silhara caught her stifling a yawn
behind her hand. Dark circles ringed her eyes, and her lids drooped
to half-mast despite her best efforts to look alert. He’d worked
her hard the past two weeks, adding more and more responsibilities,
expecting more out of her. She was still here, and making a
significant contribution to the running of his household. He was
both pleased and annoyed.

“We’ll travel to Iwehvenn.” An
incredulous stare met his declaration.

“We?” she squeaked.

“Yes, we.” He arched an eyebrow. “I
don’t read ancient Helenese, and there are several pages missing
from that book. There are likely more gone from the other books I
took from Iwehvenn. I need you to make sure we’re gathering the
right pages. I don’t fancy making a trip to the soul eater’s lair a
second time. I damn well won’t do it a third.”

A convulsive swallow worked the
muscles in her smooth throat. “How does one sneak past the Eater of
Souls?”

He rose from his chair. Martise
hastily followed suit. “I can cloak us both with concealment
spells, incantations that will fool the lich.”

“I’ve heard he has great power and can
sense a living man like a wolf smells blooded prey.”

“You’ve heard rightly. If ever a more
deadly predator existed, I’ve yet to know of it.” He was tempted to
touch her, graze his fingers over the gooseflesh rising on her
arms.

“What if he attacks us?”

“Then we’ll fight our way
clear.”

She spread her hands. “I’m neither
warrior nor mage. I’d be of little use in a battle.”

His gruff laugh was roughened by
weariness. “I don’t need a brute fighter, and my magery is stronger
than a gaggle of priests combined. If you can read Helenese and
read it fast, you’ll be of great use to me.”

“What if your magery isn’t enough?”
Horror edged her voice, darkened her eyes.

Her reaction was justified. All
Conclave acolytes were taught about those rare but vastly powerful
and malevolent forces called liches or soul eaters. She knew what
would happen if the Iwehvenn lich trapped them. Silhara was
thankful she had such knowledge. He wouldn’t have to explain the
danger or impress upon her the risks involved.

He held her gaze. “I’ll kill you
before he ever touches you.” The blunt declaration made her flinch.
For some inexplicable reason, he wanted to soften his words. “There
are worse fates than a clean death.”

“I don’t suppose I can respectfully
decline?” She gave him a weak smile.

“You can, but you’d have to leave
Neith.” This, more than any brutal lesson he might mete out to her,
would measure her determination. “If I have nothing for you to
translate, I’ve no need of you and will send you back to the
bishop.”

Myriad emotions passed in her eyes;
fear, acceptance, a touch of anger and most of all, resolve. “When
do we leave?”

His respect for her grew. She was
terrified but willing to accompany him. A brave woman, and one wise
enough to accept her fear. It would keep her alive.
“Tomorrow.”

“So soon?”

“I want to get my hands on those pages
as soon as possible. And I have a harvest to bring in to market
next week. Playing cat and mouse with a soul eater wasn’t in my
plans.”

He extinguished three of the four lit
candles on the table. The remaining one cast a nimbus of feeble
light around him and Martise. “Put the books and papers away. We’ll
deal with them when we return.”

Once in the corridor, he handed her
the candle. The only point of radiance in the black hallway, the
flame flickered and danced, lending Martise’s face a ghostly aspect
dominated by her wide copper eyes.

“Get what rest you can,” he said. “And
pack lightly. A change of clothes, no more. I’ll see you in the
bailey an hour before dawn.”

She held the candle out to him. “Don’t
you need this?”

Blackness hid his amusement. “I’m used
to traveling dark paths, Martise. You need the candle more than I
do.”

She nodded her thanks and ascended the
stairs. He heard the floor boards creak above him as she made her
way to her chamber. The candle was truly more use to her than to
him. He could light his way with witchfire, but even that wasn’t
necessary. He’d lived at Neith for almost twenty years and could
navigate its winding corridors, with their buckled, broken floors,
blindfolded.

The drowsiness plaguing him in the
library had vanished by the time he reached his bedroom. The bright
moon, suspended high in the sky, plated the balcony and chamber in
silver. Corruption’s star hovered below it, casting its own baleful
light over the grove and the flat plains beyond. Silhara sensed the
god’s nearness, its predatory regard. Best not to sleep. He could
only imagine the horrors awaiting him in what should be peaceful
slumber.

“Do you have nothing better to do
besides vex me in my sleep and sully my magic?” He recalled
Martise’s words. “You know, pestilences to create? Villages to
destroy? Dead hounds to resurrect?”

He prepared his
huqqah for his delayed
evening smoke and tried to ignore the empty laughter filling his
mind.

Sully? I thought you would
appreciate that small taste of power. My offering is limitless if
you accept me.

Silhara puffed on the hose tip,
watching as a trail of smoke floated out the window in ghostly
swirls. “Your little ‘taste’ rendered my Gift worthless for a day.
I’m not interested in what I cannot control.”

Again, the god’s amusement
scraped the inside of his skull. We are
much alike, sorcerer. Yield, and you will have supremacy over all
magery. Your Gift will seem a child’s toy compared to a sword, and
you will wield that sword with the might of a god.

The matal tobacco, sweet when it first
filled his mouth, burned acrid now. So tempting. He could not deny
the persuasion of Corruption’s words. His Gift, the one thing that
made him whole, made him equal to those who might otherwise spit on
him in the streets, was a blessing. Manifesting while he gasped for
air and writhed against his executioner’s grip, the power of the
Gift had changed his life, given him a place above the teeming
filth and violence of Eastern Prime’s docks.

Conclave, already wary of his Gift’s
potency and the skill with which he wielded it, would panic were he
to accept Corruption’s offer. Both priesthood and sorcerer knew
Conclave would be the first casualty of Silhara’s newly acquired
godhood. His eyes closed. The pleasurable images of the famed
Redoubt nothing more than rubble and the priests, especially the
Bishop of Asher, imprisoned or executed, played across his mind’s
eye.

Do you not see? This is
nothing for you with my help. No more effort than crushing a
bothersome gnat.

Corruption’s voice caressed and
cajoled, and Silhara swayed in its embrace. The memory of a dream
replaced the fantasy of Conclave’s destruction. A moonless sky over
a black ocean and the leviathan traversing its dead waters. He
opened his eyes, suddenly desperate to reassure himself the moon
and her attendant stars still reigned over the night. Below him,
the grove slept undisturbed. Alive and growing, the trees were
testaments of his will to survive and conquer.

His lip curled into a sneer as the
god’s star flickered. “Gods who are poets.” He exhaled tendrils of
smoke in the star’s direction. “As if we aren’t already overrun
with such useless men. You speak of sword-wielding, of kings and
wealth and power unmeasured. But your price…” He shook his head.
“They call me a carrion mage now. To yield to you will make me
nothing more than a foul tick swollen on the blood of the
world.”

Who knew you to be so
noble?

Silhara laughed, his humor as
insincere as the god’s. “What nobility is there in being a false
god’s puppet?” His laughter died abruptly. “I will destroy
you.”

Corruption mocked
him. Will you? At what sacrifice? Are you
willing to act as assassin to do it? Or martyr? What will you do,
Silhara of Neith, to remain poor, reviled…and free?

Silhara put aside
the huqqah and
closed the shutters. His chamber, pitched into sudden blackness,
became a crypt. “You ask the wrong question,” he said into the
unbroken darkness. “Better to ask, what will I not do?”
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If she managed to survive this
journey, Martise intended to kill her former master the moment she
was free. She paced past Gurn who waited with her in the bailey.
Until recently, her dislike had been reserved for Silhara and his
unorthodox teaching methods, but the Master of Crows had yet to
deceive her. She’d known from the start he’d be a merciless teacher
and had expected the worst.

Unlike Silhara, Cumbria had misled
her. He’d warned her of Silhara’s mercurial nature and sharp
tongue, of his power and his reputation. But he’d downplayed her
role as spy. Adventuring had never been part of the
plan.

“You need only do what you
are unequaled at. Observe his actions, hear his words and remember
every detail. He will betray himself. No man, not even Silhara, can
hide all secrets forever.”

“Ha!” she snapped, ignoring Gurn’s
perplexed look. So far, the Master of Crows had done a fine job of
concealing anything that might bring Conclave justice down on his
head. She’d seen no evidence of Corruption’s influence on him nor
any interest in the god’s celestial presence. If Conclave ever
outlawed orange-harvesting and book-stealing, Silhara was a dead
man. Otherwise, she had nothing.

Nothing except a knotted stomach and
the burn of fear in her throat at the thought of sneaking around a
lich’s stronghold. The risks she took in coming here were worth
regaining her spirit stone. But a lich? Cumbria didn’t mention
Silhara’s fearless sense of purpose or that he had a soul eater as
a neighbor.

His draft horse stood next to her and
fluttered her shawl with a soft exhalation. Martise patted his neck
and scratched a spot behind the bridle strap. The horse, a gentle
dun gelding, was a far cry from Cumbria’s high-strung mounts.
Saddled and loaded with supplies including Silhara’s crossbow and a
pair of long knives, he too awaited Silhara’s arrival.

Martise looked at Gurn. “Do you think
he’s still asleep?”

“I never went to sleep, apprentice.
You should learn a little patience.”

With her back to the kitchen door,
she'd missed his arrival. As usual, he moved on soundless feet. She
bowed to hide her startlement. “Good morning, Master.”

His gaze skimmed over her shawl, long
tunic and makeshift trousers. He wasn’t the only one who hadn’t
slept. Martise had spent the remaining hours before dawn cutting
down a skirt and sewing it into something resembling trews suitable
for riding.

Silhara wore his usual
raiment of worn shirt, faded black breeches, and boots. His hair,
free of its customary braid, fell straight and silky over his wide
shoulders, framing a face sharpened by fatigue. Despite his shabby
appearance and the weariness in his eyes, he had the air of an
aristo—powerful, arrogant, sure of his place in the world. Martise
sometimes found it hard to believe he was the son of a lowly
houri.

She looked away, unsettled by the
pleasant prickle dancing up her legs and across her lower back.
She’d found him attractive upon first meeting, and even after, when
he’d done his best to frighten her into abandoning her purpose
here. Now, more accustomed to his ways and witness to his fair
dealings with his dependents, she was even more drawn to him. She
crossed her arms and silently admonished herself for such feelings.
She had a role to play, an objective to achieve. The price of her
freedom grew higher each day.

“What grim thoughts plague you so
early in the morning, Martise?” His raspy voice snapped her out of
her musings, and she straightened. “Have you fallen asleep standing
there? I’ve asked you twice if you’re ready to leave.”

Her apology hovered on the tip of her
tongue. “I’m ready, Master. I only wondered how long our trip might
be.”

“Most of the day. We’ll camp about
three miles outside Iwehvenn and reach the stronghold an hour or
two before sunset. We’ll return to Neith in the
morning.”

Alone with him for a day and night.
More if she counted the return trip. Nervousness warred with a
disquieting eagerness. “Then we shouldn’t delay.”

His lips quirked, but he didn’t reply.
The gelding held still when he took the reins, swung nimbly onto
the horse’s wide back and patted its withers. “You’ve grown fat on
plains grass, Gnat. This journey will do you good.”

Martise’s eyes widened. “Gnat? His
name is Gnat?” She stared at the mountain of horseflesh, heavily
muscled and big-boned, with a girth that would make riding astride
a challenge, and he stood at least seventeen hands high.

Gnat swung his large head in her
direction, as if questioning her incredulity. Silhara stared down
his nose, the expression made even more imperious by his high seat
on the horse’s back. “I didn’t think ‘Butterfly’
suitable.”

A betraying flutter rose in her
throat. “No,” she said, eyes tearing with the effort to hold in her
laughter. “I suppose not.”

A flicker passed through Silhara’s
eyes—so quick, Martise almost didn’t see it. She grinned and passed
a gentle hand over Gnat’s soft nose. “Your name, big lad…no one
would ever guess.”

Next to her, Gurn gave a short bark of
laughter and signaled he’d lift her onto Gnat’s back. His hands
were wrapped around her waist when Silhara stopped him.

“Put her down, Gurn. You’re not going
with us. She needs to do this without your help.” He leaned down
and held out his hand. “Take my forearm, Martise. Use it as a brace
to mount.”

She stared at the graceful hand for a
moment. Her fingers tingled in anticipation of the hint of power
transferred from his touch—the presence of his Gift, so strong it
leached through his fingers. She clutched his arm, gasping softly
at that lightning contact and swung herself up behind him. She
landed solidly on Gnat’s back, only to slide toward the other side.
Her hands clawed at Silhara’s shirt and arm to keep from falling
off.

“Foolish woman,” he snapped. “Find
your seat before you yank us both off this nag.”

“I’m trying.” She managed to pull
herself upright. He grunted when she wrapped her arms around his
waist and squeezed. Legs splayed wide over the horse’s broad back,
she didn’t even think of what she did, too intent on staying in
place and not hitting the ground that looked so far below
her.

“For someone so small,
you’ve a grip surpassing Gurn’s. You’re crushing my ribs.” He
shrugged against her hold.

She let him go, almost falling off
Gnat a second time.

Silhara’s low growl of frustration
echoed in the bailey. “Hang on to me. Just not like a strangler
serpent.”

“Sorry.”

“Of course you are.” He frowned at her
over his shoulder. “Now are you ready?”

“Yes.” She swiped at the damp tendrils
of hair stuck to her forehead. Even in the chill morning air, she’d
managed to break a sweat with her efforts. This time her hands
rested lightly against his sides, feeling the flex of muscle as he
guided Gnat through the bailey. Gurn kept pace beside them, nodding
as Silhara gave instructions.

“Check the southwest corner of the
grove. I think one of the trees is diseased. If it can’t be saved,
cut it down and burn it.” They waited until Gurn unlocked the
bailey gate. “We’ll return tomorrow. If we don’t, send Cael to
track us.”

Gurn frowned at the last. So did
Martise. If their luck held, they’d return to the safety of Neith
and find Cael in his customary place beneath the kitchen table. She
smiled, despite her trepidation. When did she start thinking of
Neith as safe?

She bid Gurn goodbye, squeezing his
outstretched hand as they passed through the gate. Before them,
Neith’s lands lay shrouded in a ghostly cloak of ground fog. Only
the tips of the tall plains grasses rose above the murk, fluttering
like fireflies as they caught the bright edge of the rising sun.
Silhara guided Gnat down a gradually sloping path that curved
around the manor in a half-circle and brought them to the gated
courtyard with its cemetery of broken stone. At the gates, he spoke
a few brief words. The lock snapped free and slipped on its
anchoring chain until it clanged against the metal. Hinges sang
their anguish as the gates swung open. Another cited spell, and
Martise watched the gates slam shut. The chain took on serpentine
life, twisting and looping itself around the bars before the lock
closed with a loud click.

More undulating fog obscured the main
avenue, rolling across the path in wispy tides that broke against
the solaris oaks lining the way. Droplets of dew hung from the
trees’ gnarled branches like jewels, falling occasionally to splash
on Gnat’s coat or Silhara’s shoulders. Unlike the bishop’s more
skittish mounts, the draft horse plodded down the road, his hooves
clopping a steady rhythm.

“Master,” she whispered. “May I ask
you something?”

“Why are you whispering?” Silhara’s
voice, never strident, seemed to thunder in the hushed
gloom.

The question brought her up short. Why
was she whispering? They weren’t slipping out of Neith like
thieves. Not that there was anything in that tumble-down wreck
worth stealing. Still, the peculiar silence hanging over the woods
almost demanded a more subdued tone. And she couldn’t shake the
feeling of being watched.

She tried for a more normal volume.
“Why is Gnat unafraid to take this road? The bishop and I had to
walk to the manor because his mounts balked at the
entrance.”

His huff of scorn was almost lost in
the weighted silence. “I could remark on the over-breeding of horse
and owner, but that’s an old whine and doesn’t answer your
question.” He leaned forward and patted Gnat on the neck. “He’s
used to it. The first time I brought him here as a yearling, I had
to use a calming spell on him to enter Neith territory. Curse magic
is a strong deterrent.”

He didn’t exaggerate. Even now,
accompanied by the mage who worked such magic on these woods,
Martise couldn't shake her unease. The scent of dark spells, the
kind that brought forth demons and invoked force-bondings, hung in
the air.

Silhara chuckled at her relieved huff
when they left the shadowed avenue for the open plain. Bathed in
pale morning light, the ocean of grass emerged from the thinning
fog. The plain spread out before them, giving way to sloping hills
and plateaus dotted with olive and orange groves. Silhara halted
Gnat and breathed deep. His waist shifted beneath her hands, warm
to the touch.

“When Conclave banished me to Neith, I
thought I’d miss the sea. But it’s here as well, only the waves are
made of grass.”

“The sea was the only thing I missed
when I left Conclave Redoubt,” she said. The rhythm of the tide had
given her comfort in the interminable years of her
training.

He glanced at her over his shoulder.
“Its proximity to the sea was the Redoubt’s one saving
grace.”

He kicked Gnat into motion, guiding
him eastward, toward the rising sun and the soul eater’s sanctuary.
They didn’t speak after that. Martise, suffering from lost sleep,
swayed in her seat. Lulled by Gnat’s rolling gait, she soon drifted
off, cheek resting against Silhara’s back. The sun warmed her
shoulders while another heat warmed her chest. She nestled closer,
breathing in the spicy scent of matal tobacco and reveling in the
nearly forgotten sensation of a man’s body against hers.

She thought she’d only closed her eyes
for a moment when a shrug and a sharply spoken “Martise!” startled
her awake. Bleary-eyed, she squinted at the expanse of white shirt
and blew away a long strand of Silhara’s black hair stuck to her
lower lip. Above her, the sun shone hot and bright. No hint of the
morning’s coolness remained. She scrubbed at her hot cheek, damp
from where she’d pressed her face against his back.

“How long have I been asleep?” Her
voice was almost as hoarse as his.

“Three hours. Maybe a little more.” He
opened one of the packs tied across Gnat’s back and handed her a
water skin. “Here. Drink your fill. There’s a stream not far from
here. We’ll stop, water Gnat and refill the skins.”

The water was tepid and flat but
tasted better than wine on her parched tongue. Silhara waved the
skin away when she offered it to him. “Thank you for letting me
sleep. I was more tired than I thought.”

“Altering a wardrobe at the last
minute will do that to a person.”

She laughed and looked down at her
makeshift breeches. His humor never failed to surprise her. Good
thing she sacrificed a night of slumber. Trying to ride Gnat while
wearing skirts would have been impossible.

“Your singing can be used as a torture
method, but you’ve a fine laugh.” His voice smoothed to a silky
rumble. “You should laugh more often.”

Martise blushed at the unexpected
compliment. “Thank you. You sometimes make me laugh.” She hastily
corrected herself in case he misconstrued her comment. “Not at you,
of course.”

“No, of course not.”
Amusement threaded his voice.

She fell silent, content to rock with
Gnat’s easy gait and survey her surroundings. Silhara’s back
blocked most of her frontal view, but she still marveled at the
plains surrounding them, heard the whispering brush of grass as the
horse waded through the sea of blue stem and dropseed. The plain
soon gave way to a more rolling landscape, where the grasses
thinned and olive trees stood in sentinel rows on the low hills.
Sheep and goats dotted the slopes, their far-off bleating carried
by the hot breeze drifting across the land.

Silhara pointed to a spot shaded by a
copse of trees. “A stream runs there. If the drought hasn’t dried
it up, we’ll stop.”

Their luck held. The stream, a
bubbling flow of icy water that poured from the melted snows off
the Dramorin Mountains, tracked a meandering path past a stand of
plum trees before veering south. Gnat picked up his pace without
Silhara’s urging, eager to drink and graze on the lush grass
growing by the water’s edge.

Silhara uttered a sharp command. The
horse halted, stamping his hooves in impatience as he waited for
them to dismount and relieve him of supplies. Silhara looped the
reins across the animal’s neck and gave him a slap on the
hindquarters. “Go on, lad,” he said. “Enjoy it while you can. We
won’t stay long.”

Martise found a comfortable spot
beneath the ample shade of a young plum and began emptying the
packs. Concentrated on unwrapping and setting out the food Gurn
packed for their journey, she didn’t note Silhara’s actions until
the sound of splashing followed by a colorful string of curse words
reached her ears. The sight greeting her made her breath
catch.

He’d followed Gnat to the stream.
Crouched at the banks, he’d stripped off his shirt and sluiced
water across his shoulders and arms. Rivulets traced glistening
paths over skin darkened to a smooth nut brown from days spent
toiling beneath the southern sun. His hair lay plastered against
his broad back and curved along his ribs. A few wet strands fell
forward to twine around his upper arms. He was a lean man, with a
slim waist and long, ropy muscles, but there was strength aplenty
in that tall, wiry frame. She’d watched him heave heavy crates of
oranges into Gurn’s wagon with ease. He cast spells that would
bring a lesser mage to his knees, and he could outwork both her and
his servant during a day’s labor.

She swallowed, mouth dry as dust, as
he cupped water in his hands and poured it over his head. Shivers
wracked his body, but he did it twice more before wiping his face
with his discarded shirt. He was beautiful—a study in lithe grace
and barely restrained power.

When he rose, she pretended to rummage
through the empty packs.

“What did Gurn pack? And most
important, is there wine?”

She’d composed her features into a
bland expression when she faced him, hoping he didn’t notice the
effect of seeing him burnished with water and sun had on her
senses. Her efforts were almost wasted. He’d left the shirt off and
sat down close enough that she noted every delineation of hard
muscle in his shoulders and chest. Dappled shade danced across his
face and arms, shadowing the planes of his stark features. His hair
hung down his back, wet and sleek as a seal’s pelt.

“Martise? You’re staring.”

He looked first at her and then at the
wine skin crushed in her hand. Mortified that he’d noticed her
bewitchment, she thrust the wine at him and searched frantically
for something to say.

His scar. She’d been too busy ogling
him to give the white collar of puckered skin circling his throat
more than a cursory glance. But now, with his inquisitive gaze
nailing her in place, she found a ready excuse, rude though it
might seem.

She touched her own throat. “What
scarred you?”

He took a swallow of wine, then draped
his arms over his splayed knees. The wine skin dangled from his
fingers. “I’m impressed. You lasted weeks before your curiosity got
the best of you.”

That wasn’t quite true. She was
curious, but far better he thought her nosy than admit she’d been
unable to tear her gaze away from the sight of him bathing at the
stream. And he wasn’t making it any easier by sitting there
bare-chested. She scooted away from him to sort through the
towel-wrapped packages Gurn had prepared. Their meal was simple.
Bread, boiled eggs, olives and the ever present oranges. His upper
lip curled as the last rolled toward him.

“I was eleven when I got this.” He ran
his finger over the rucked scar. “Punishment for the crime of
stealing.”

Martise gasped. “You were a mere
child!”

“I was also a thief, and a good one.
Most days. But hunger weakens you, slows you down. I wasn’t quick
enough that day and they caught me.”

He handed her the wine and reached for
an egg. Martise watched, her heart aching in her chest as the lines
deepened around his mouth in a grimace.

“What did you steal?” Surely something
valuable. A rich man’s purse, a vain woman’s jeweled mirror, a
length of priceless silk from a fat merchant’s stall.

“An orange.”

The wine skin fell from her nerveless
fingers. A ribbon of wine spilled out, trickling like blood over
the grass. Silhara snatched up the skin and corked it before more
spilled. “Watch what you’re doing, girl. That didn’t come easily or
cheap.”

His chastisement lacked its customary
sharpness. Aghast at his words, she gawked. “Someone garroted you
over an orange?” She felt sick. Such merciless retribution, and
toward a starving child wishing only to eat. Her own childhood
circumstances paled in comparison. She’d been sold, but to a master
who had treated her fairly enough. As a slave, she’d had felt the
razor cut of contempt, but never starvation. Her stomach
churned.

Silhara tore a piece of bread from the
loaf she’d unwrapped and took a bite. His gaze never left her face
while he chewed. He washed the food down with another swallow of
wine before speaking. “Save your pity for a more deserving victim.
I survived because my Gift is far more accommodating than yours. It
manifested while my executioner strangled me, and I pissed myself
before a betting crowd of sailors, whores and a Conclave priest or
two.” He uttered the last with withering scorn.

“What happened?”

He shrugged. “I don’t remember much,
except fighting to breathe. Suddenly, I felt as if someone had put
a torch to my blood. Only I was the torch. I knew nothing after
that until I awakened in the household of a Conclave priest. It
seems my Gift created a column of holy fire. I came away alive and
unharmed save for this pretty necklace I wear and a voice that can
still sing better than yours. But the executioner was immolated and
part of the wharf burned.”

Martise’s jaw sagged. “Bursin’s wings,
no wonder Conclave fears you. Only a Gift nurtured by years of
teaching and practice is so powerful.”

“Is that why you’re here?”

She blinked. “What?”

Silhara’s lip curled again, only this
time the sneer wasn’t reserved for the reviled oranges. “Is that
why you’re here?” he repeated. “At Neith? Because Conclave fears
me?” The breeze caught wisps of his drying hair, blowing it around
his face. A few strands fluttered toward her, caressing her
cheek.

She stiffened and busied herself with
cracking and peeling one of the eggs. She met his gaze, refusing to
quail before the penetrating stare that demanded she reveal all her
secrets. “I’m here because you asked for an apprentice,
Master.”

He snorted. “Oh yes. And Conclave,
ever obliging, sent me a failed novitiate.”

She bristled at his mockery. Were it
not for her, he’d still be closeted in his library, sorting through
stacks of incomprehensive tomes in a useless bid to find his
precious ritual. She bit into the egg so hard her teeth
clicked.

Wry amusement softened his derisive
gaze. His lips twitched. “Say it, Martise. I’ve no wish to watch my
back for the remainder of this trip because you’re angry enough to
plant a knife between my shoulders.”

No longer caring if he thought her
insolent, Martise snatched the wine skin out of his hand, uncorked
it and drank. Sweet and potent, the wine gave her additional
courage to vent her frustration. “You asked for a novitiate, one
who could perform minor enchantments and translate old languages.”
She pointed her half-eaten egg at him. “The enchantments are beyond
my abilities, but not yours. You don’t really need me for that. But
reading ancient text? I am better than most of the high priests at
deciphering. And that is no idle boast.” She scowled, daring him to
scoff at her once more.

“No idle boast,” he repeated. A
measuring gleam entered his black eyes. “Then prove it. Help me
find those pages. Translate them and give me the means to destroy
Corruption.”

“Why do you think I’m here, Master?”
She contemplated how he might react if she threw her egg at
him.

One eyebrow arched. “Don’t insult me.
Whatever motivation sends you willingly into a soul eater’s lair,
it has little to do with a need to prove your talent—especially to
me.”

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/78927
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!

tmp_39f83d0dd5cbdb783a9e3e698db36e13_VUF53N_html_8493b3c.jpg





tmp_39f83d0dd5cbdb783a9e3e698db36e13_VUF53N_html_m75a29cf.jpg
FEARED BY A PRIESTHOOD
COVETED BY A GOD
TEMPTED BY A SLAVE

MASTER or GROWS

ANOVEL

GRACE DRAVEN





tmp_39f83d0dd5cbdb783a9e3e698db36e13_VUF53N_html_m22706afa.jpg





cover.jpg
s RN »
MASTER or (ROWS

S

GRACE DRAVEN





