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The prow of the Blessing of Burntisland pitched so suddenly that a sailor near Maia toppled over the gunwale. Salt water silenced his screams and foamed up onto the deck, forcing the other seamen to lunge for ropes or risk losing their footing as well. Maia clutched the webs of rigging, digging her fists into the slick ropes as a wave crashed against the hull, dousing her gown and cloak. She tried to breathe and started choking. The wind and rain lashed the sails, spinning the lanyards in a frenzy and hurling the men’s curses in every direction.
“Are you all right?” A hand gripped her arm to steady her. Her protector—the kishion.
Maia nodded, coughing in spasms until she vomited, and finally felt the salty air go in right. Another lurch nearly threw her overboard. Holding on to the rigging tortured her arms.
“The dinghy is bobbing like a cork!” He pitched his voice to a yell to be heard over the storm and the cursing sailors. “This is as close to the rocks as we can get the ship. We cannot see another safe way to shore other than the dinghy. Must we do this?”
“There is no other way!” Maia shouted. She tried to look up at the kishion, but the salt stung her eyes. She wiped her face and pushed wet clumps of hair from her cheek.
“Give me your hand then. I will help you down the ladder. Come on, we haven’t time to waste on this! Give me your hand!”
Maia pried her hands loose from the rigging, though she felt certain the ship would tilt again and send her into the sea. The kystrel around her neck felt as heavy as an iron yoke instead of the small bronze medallion it was. It burned against her skin, its magic seething like the storm’s fury—or the whispers in her mind. It wanted her to use it. It could banish the storm and calm the waves. She struggled against the urge, biting it down like she would a bad-tasting onion. Not in front of the sailors or the soldiers. They would kill her on the spot if they knew she wore a kystrel.
The kishion hooked his arm around hers and pulled her after him. She slipped on the wet deck and went down. Her skirts were already soaked through, and her cloak threatened to choke her as it flapped in the wind.
“Get up, woman! Take my hand like I told you!”
Maia grasped his callused hand and forced herself to her feet again. The kishion brought her along the rail, clutching a guideline until they reached the rope ladder. Five soldiers had boarded the dinghy already and were struggling to keep it far enough from the jostling ship so it didn’t smash into pieces. Fear shook her resolve as she stared down at the slick and narrow rope. She had never done anything like this in her life.
“Here, I will tie this around you in case you fall. Raise your arms so I can get this around you—very good, there we go. I cannot carry you down there. Do your best not to fall.”
Maia nodded and bit her lip. She steeled herself, feeling the tickle of a cough threaten to rise up and break through. She wiped her mouth and then slid her leg over the rail. Another wave bullied the ship, and she found herself gripping the rope ladder for her life. The leather soles of her boots slipped twice, but she recovered and scampered down as the ship rocked on the waves.
“There we are, Lady Maia!” One of the soldiers reached up around her waist and hoisted her down. Rain and waves drenched everyone. “There we go, sit over there. Help her, Verrick.”
Maia felt another set of hands clamp against her shoulders and shove her down onto a hard bench. The dinghy took the wave crests even more sharply, and she grabbed at an oarlock. It steadied for a moment, giving her enough time to tighten her cloak around her throat and raise the hood to shield her head. The boat rocked as the last man entered it. The two soldiers gripping the rope ladder released it and snatched two dripping oars from another man.
“All right! Dip and row! The water is calmer over there. C’mon men, give it your backs. It is hard rowing, but we will get to shore. Watch for the rocks.”
Maia listened to Captain Rawlt’s voice, barking quick and rough and naming each man. By the third round, she had them all memorized: Verrick, Hsop, Adler, and Kent. Rubbing her temples, she tried to quell the nausea that had plagued her since she had boarded the Blessing of Burntisland and left Comoros. Looking back, she saw the sturdy trading ship lumber away from them through the choppy seas. She shook her head sadly and gazed into the waves for a sign of the sailor who had gone overboard. Seeing no mark of the man, she felt a pang of sadness and guilt. Though she had gone into this journey knowing it would be dangerous, she had hoped none of the men would perish. Forcing herself to look away, she turned and gazed at the shore they struggled to reach.
The captain wiped spume from his beard. His grit-colored hair was spiky and askew from the wind and waves. He muttered something under his breath and glared at her. “It is too far yet. By the Blood, it is too far!” The captain fished through his pockets for a wineskin. He gulped down a few swallows and wiped his mouth. His face was all seams and angles, gruff and angry. “Keep rowing, lads! Hard and long, it’s a way to go. Steer for those rocks over there. The ones jutting up like fingers.”
Maia hung her head and gripped the rim of the wood beneath her seat. She glanced over at the kishion and felt a shudder of disgust shoot through her. These were the men her father—the King of Comoros—had sent to protect her. Five soldiers who had been in the keep dungeon for drinking on duty and a kishion, a trained killer. She shook her head and swept strands of damp hair behind her ear. What did that say about how difficult he expected the journey to be?
She lifted her head, exhausted by the ordeal, and found it strange how choppy the seas were so near the land. The tide would bring them crashing into the rocks, so the soldiers began fighting more to control their course than before. Maia shielded her eyes and peered ahead at the rocky formation that rose from the sea in front of them. The formations were oddly shaped and frightening in their complexity. Short stunted ones, tall thin ones like wraith fingers—there were even rocks that had been hollowed out, allowing the tide to wash and swirl in the gaps. Strangely, one appeared almost like an arched window in a castle. Beyond the jagged rock towers, woodlands and mountains gripped the coast as far as she could see in both directions. The tall trees swayed with the storm. These were the cursed shores of Dahomey, a desolate kingdom whose southern half was uninhabitable.
“Steer to that archway! It looks wide enough for us! Careful with the oar, Hsop. Keep it steady!”
Captain Rawlt directed them near the arched rock. The soldiers craned their necks, looking up the heights at the moss-encrusted stone. Maia looked also, but did not whistle in wonder. The kystrel around her neck burned suddenly against her skin. She put her hand to her heart and shuddered as knowledge from the Medium flooded her.
“What is it?” the kishion asked, seeing her wince.
She shook her head. “I am tired. Just very tired. Are we almost to shore?”
His look told her that he did not believe her. Unable to bear the scars twitching on his face, she looked away.
“Near enough,” the kishion said. “Hopefully we will find shelter before dark.” He pitched his voice lower. “I will keep the soldiers at bay. You need not fear them. Why, just give them a pretty smile now and then, sway your skirts, and they will obey you like dogs.”
Maia grimaced at his words, trying to ignore him, and listened to the whispers of the kystrel. The mossy rock was deceiving. The shadow of the archway smothered the dinghy in gloom for a few seconds before sunlight spilled on them and revealed a bay with a calm sandy shore beyond, much different than the thrashing sea back near the ship. Maia looked back and up at the arch, recognizing it for what it really was. The rock formation was the corpse of a fallen abbey that had been built a thousand years before. The ruins whispered to her, and it was almost as if she could see the flesh that had once clung to the rotted bones. She longed to touch the rock and listen to its stories, learn its secrets. But she dared not. Only the Dochte Mandar used the power of the kystrels, and women were not allowed to study their ways. If she were caught, the retribution would be brutal, even though her father was a king.
Captain Rawlt called for Adler and Kent to go ashore first. The two soldiers looked reluctant, but they climbed over the edge into the waves. They both drew swords that had nicks from combat and curves where a whetstone had taken away the true edge. Each wore a sturdy mail hauberk, belted in the middle, and a gray tunic fringed with green instead of the uniform of her father. She felt the waves ease the dinghy even closer to shore. The two soldiers roved the beach, investigating, and then waved for the others to join them.
After all the soldiers had disembarked, Maia stepped into the water too, followed by the kishion. The water was much warmer here than it had been out at sea. Her dress was sodden, but the cloak above it was drying out quickly. Lowering her hood, she felt the sun beat down on her head. She took a look at the state of her long brown hair, clumped and wet, and chose to ignore it. Being kempt had not really mattered to her for a while. Where she was going might kill her, and her father had warned her of the possibility. How many more breaths did she have left? How many more sunsets? Despair rose up like a wall before her, but she gritted her teeth and tried to summon the courage to climb it.
“Over here, Cap’n! Another dinghy!”
Verrick and Hsop were obviously good companions. They dragged the Blessing’s dinghy up near the trees and lashed it to a tall plumed trunk. The captain and the kishion went to explore the battered dinghy left near the rocks to one side of the grotto. The other two soldiers—she thought a moment for their names before remembering them, Adler and Kent—had started off into the trees, probably looking for a place to set up camp.
Maia clamped her hand over the kystrel, feeling its warmth and shape beneath her bodice. The medallion was small enough for her to cup it in her hand yet still feel the bite of its edges.
A whisper from the Medium ran through her.
You will all die in this place. This is the place where death was born.
 
* * *
 
Maia tried to writhe free of the nightmare. It felt like drowning, except she knew she was on land. She fought against the smothering sleepiness, trying to claw herself awake. The kystrel flared to life, responding to the fear in her throat. Pinpricks of pain in her hands and on her face pierced the haze of fatigue, and she forced her eyelids to open. Spiders covered her cloak. They were everywhere. The soldier who lay closest to her had one feasting on his chin near his open mouth. They were enormous, with bulging sacks, nearly the size of a minted coin. Her hands were red and oozing with bites and she felt welts on her face as well. She shuddered and wanted to scream, but the coldness inside her chest made her pant and gasp instead. Everywhere she looked, the soldiers were still. They were all still asleep—or were they dead?
Maia grasped her hand to her heart, feeling the kystrel grow hot enough to blister. She unleashed the magic like a silent wind and sent the spiders fleeing.
One of the soldiers awoke with a twitch of pain and let out a frantic howl. “By the Blood!” His scream was more like a groan and he nearly left his skin in his haste to get up and start stamping on the fleeing spiders.
“What is the fuss about?” Rawlt snarled before spluttering in shock. “Sweet Idumea! Look at ’em! Shake ’em off! Shake ’em off!”
The kishion grabbed Maia from behind and yanked her to her feet, brushing her cloak from her shoulders to her ankles. The magic burned fiercely inside her and she tried to control it, to douse it, but it was a thing all its own now, screaming at the spiders to scatter. Its force was so strong that it was heightening the soldiers’ fear as well.
One of the soldiers crushed a big one with his heel, and thousands of miniscule spiders spilled from the broken sack, like an anthill kicked over. Maia covered her mouth and cringed, but the little ones fled from her as well, vanishing into the darkness of the deep woodlands.
Huffing and cursing, the soldiers stamped and struck, clearing the ground and kicking up sand in a frenzy to relieve themselves of the danger. Bite marks covered their terrified faces and dirty hands, save for the ones who had worn gloves to sleep. Hunching over, she began coughing, trying to conceal the glow of the magic shining in her eyes. The kystrel still scalded her skin, but the only thought in her head was to keep her secret. She knew if they saw her silver eyes, she would die. Only the kishion had been told of her power.
Shoving away from her protector, she plunged into the woodlands. She ran face-first into a large silky web and desperately wiped the tickling, clinging strands from her face and hair. The magic roared through her body, making her giddy. Laughter threatened to spill out her mouth, but she smothered it and plunged deeper into the darkness. Screams or tears the soldiers would understand, but not laughter. Wetness and mud squished around her feet as she splashed through a thin stream. After stopping, she hunched over and breathed in quick gulps. The damp clothes felt rough against her skin.
Looking up, she saw it. Glowing eyes in the dark.
Panic struck her. The eyes were red and tinged with flame. She trembled with paralyzing fear, but the eyes did not blink. They only watched her from the darkness. She clutched at the kystrel, ready to fight off an attack with its magic. Coldness filled the dark, despite the humidity, and the moment seemed to stretch on forever. Still the eyes did not blink. It was a Leering, she slowly realized.
“What kind are you?” she whispered in the darkness, not daring to touch it yet. “A water Leering, I hope?”
Nothing.
The fear slowly ebbed out of her. As the kystrel cooled, the Leering’s red eyes began to flicker and dim. The trickling sound of water stopped. She breathed slowly, waiting. Nothing happened. Finally, the magic guttered out of her at last, congealing inside her bones and skin. Its aftermath made her feel sleepy and sick. The eyes were gone also, vanished in the dark.
“Lady Maia?”
It was the kishion.
“Over here,” she answered.
She thought it strange that the stream had vanished too. Water sloshed around her boots, but the earth swallowed the majority of it. The kishion approached her from behind. She cocked her head, grateful that she could not see his face in the dark. “Are my eyes still glowing?” she asked.
“They are. But it is fading quickly.”
“Did any of them . . . notice?”
“I think not. Come back to the camp. They have crushed all the spiders by now. Wretched little beasts. They were only sack spiders, Lady. The bite isn’t deadly.”
She turned to him. “But do they swarm like that? So many?”
He was quiet, the grimace on his square chin giving him such a carved, rugged appearance. “I have never seen it happen, my lady.”
Maia shivered. She looked back to where she had seen the glowing eyes of the Leering, but there was only darkness.
 
* * *
 
Morning penetrated the peeling birches and towering buck spruce. Winds from the ocean could not pierce the dense foliage, making the air damp and heavy. The soldiers were restless and angry the next morning. Maia felt sick to her stomach and fatigued. Using the kystrel always left her so. The thought of crossing such inhospitable terrain daunted her. They were marching deep into Dahomey.
“Up, Lady Maia. No lying abed for hours, if that is your habit. It is a stiff march, and we had best start early before the heat settles in.” Rawlt stood over her. The others were awake, looking like victims of the pox. Though she did not care what she looked like, she was grateful they had no mirrors. She was determined that they would survive this ordeal, and she started to rise without complaint.
The kishion leaned down and grabbed her elbow to help her stand. She scowled at him and jerked her arm away.
They ate day-old bread from the provision sacks, and she sat on a rock to nibble at a heel and some crumbling cheese. She was not hungry, but that was also the effect of the kystrel. It burned everything out of her. Silently, she thanked her good fortune that none of the common soldiers had seen her use it.
“Need a drink?” The captain offered his wineskin, which he had just finished sharing with another man.
Her stomach roiled and she shook her head no. “I will get some water. There is a stream nearby.”
Rising from the broken branch, Maia gathered her dirty skirts and walked back to the place where she had fled to the night before. The sun blanketed the overgrown area in hazy sheets, but most things were dappled in shadow. Fallen trees and debris made the footing treacherous. Rocks thick with moss choked the way, and she wondered how she had kept from stumbling in the dark. Listening, she did not hear any sound except for the buzzing of insects and the sighing of the branches. A massive egg-shaped boulder rose up in front of her from behind the thick brush. She stopped.
There was a face carved into the rock.
Maia approached it curiously, knowing it was the same Leering she had encountered during the night. The boulder was taller than her, but not as tall as a man. Its front was furrowed with growth and vines, but something had been chiseled midway up its surface. The face did not resemble any creature she knew, and the carving was so old and ravaged that it hinted more than revealed. Newer patterns and designs had been chiseled into the stone surrounding the face. The newer patterns defied her knowledge of the Dochte Mandar lore she had studied in her mentor’s tome.
She stepped closer to the Leering and saw where water had eroded the soil at its base. The ground was still damp. Did the Leering have another purpose as well? Whispers from the Medium came into her mind, and she paused to listen. They had started coming to her after she had first put on the kystrel. The whispers of knowledge were part of its magic. She understood them. The boulder was not just a water Leering but a waymarker—a totem of magic that led to their destination, the lost abbey. There would be other waymarkers along the route. Gingerly, she reached out and touched the boulder. Its surface was rough and cold beneath her skin. The kystrel burned inside her bodice again and she tried to stop it, but could not resist the forceful surge. The strange eyes on the boulder glowed, an effect that soon spread across its seams and the pockmarks in its contorted visage. It glowed like molten ore, as if internal pressure would cause the boulder to shatter.
Water rushed from a small opening on the face of the rock. It fell to the base, gathering and pooling. Maia was dazed, feeling the magic in the Leering respond to her touch and to the kystrel. It was beginning to make sense. The kystrels of the Dochte Mandar were truly an inheritance from the past, a time when mastons had previously ruled the kingdoms. The order had been controlling who learned the use of the magic for centuries, but its beginnings went further back into history. The water flowed gently, cleanly, churning up a small stream in moments. She dipped her hand and drank. The water was clean and wonderful.
Kneeling by the stream, she cupped her hand and drank again. It was only water, not some potion or elixir. She quickly scrubbed the dirt from her arms and face, feeling the wetness sting the spider scabs.
“Are you trying to get yourself killed?”
The kishion’s voice had a barb of anger in it.
Maia looked up and glared at him. She wiped her mouth on the back of her hand, suppressing her irritation with the kishion and the startled feeling that came because she had not heard him approach. The small stream began soaking her skirt at the knees and so she stood.
He was a rough man. All the kishion were. In the dark, it was almost easy to forget what he looked like during the day. His face was a patchwork of lumps and scars, one a ribbed slash from a dagger that had raked him from eye to lip. Part of one ear was missing. His eyes were full of hate, full of wrath—eyes as grayish blue as the water churning at her feet. His cowl was up, but she could see the coarse brown hair that fell across his forehead. Always in somber grays and browns, he blended with the woodlands as if he were made of nothing but anger and bark.
“I was thirsty.” Her throat was suddenly dry again.
“You were thirsty.” He stepped closer. “If one of them had seen you, what then?”
“I am sorry,” she said. “An ancient magic is in these woods. It speaks to me. It has spoken to me since we came ashore.”
“Quit listening to it,” he tersely responded. “You will get us both killed.”
She chewed her lip and felt her own anger rise up. “My ability to use this magic may be the only thing that saves us all, kishion.” She loaded the term with as much loathing and contempt as she could muster. “It is why we are here.”
His face curved into some sort of sardonic smile. The scar on his lip twitched. “I do not doubt it,” he whispered.
Maia licked her lips and gestured to the stone. “This Leering is a waymarker. There are more along the way. I had not expected a trail to lead to the lost abbey, but after touching this one, I know where to find the next. I do not know what else we may find, but we must go that way.” She pointed.
“More spiders there as well, perhaps?”
She winced and shuddered at the memory. “I pray not. Bring the others this way. We can go through the woods.”
The kishion nodded. “You missed a spot of mud, Lady. Or is that a bruise?” He motioned with his gloved hand. She looked down and saw that her bodice was sagging low. It did not reveal the kystrel, but the shadowed flesh did indeed look like a bruise.
“I struck the rail yesterday,” she lied.
A short cough of a chuckle. “I am sure you did.” The expression on his face told her that he knew she was lying—again. The kishion turned and padded silently into the woods, and then whistled sharply for the soldiers.
Maia turned her back to him, quickly adjusting the loose bodice. She saw the small bronze medallion of the kystrel dangling from its strong chain. The shadowstain on her chest was spreading, crawling beneath her skin. It was like a tattoo of black lines and sigils, a whorl of leaves and vines and seaweed. And it mushroomed on her skin every time she used the magic, adding new rings to the pattern. Maia closed her eyes and fought the feelings of dread in her heart. She knew of Dochte Mandar with painted faces and shoulders. It was the mark of the magic on its user.
She wondered how much longer she would be able to keep hers secret.
 
* * *
 
“Ow! Too hot, that one! Is it squirming loose yet? How many times have you poked it?”
Maia heard the voice through the trees. The soldiers clustered together, each man stripped to the waist, checking one another for ticks. She sat like stone, her arms clamped around her knees, while the kishion searched the skin on her back for more. The lacings of her gown were undone in the back, exposing the skin, but she hugged herself to keep the sleeves on and tugged the fabric up over her shoulder whenever it slipped. She had already found two that morning—one on the inside of her thigh and the other on her arm, just below her elbow. Though it embarrassed her, she had asked the kishion to assist her with the ones she could not get to herself.
Festering scabs covered all the soldiers. There were so many ticks in the woods that it took an hour just to prick them loose with a hot needle each morning. They were three days into the cursed woods of the land south of the Spike of Dahomey. Three waymarkers had been discovered so far, each one near the end of the day. Their water reserves were low, and while there were streams throughout the lands, slashing through the broken trees and brambles, the water tasted spoiled.
“Hold still, there are two more,” the kishion said, pinching the skin on her lower back. “Let me tease them out. If the needle is still warm enough.”
Maia ducked her head and brushed the hair away from her neck. She could feel the kishion’s breath on her back and felt her stomach clench with humiliation. He clucked his tongue and swore and she felt a stab of pain at her back.
“Almost done,” he muttered. “There is one. Now for the brother. There we are. Hold still.”
Pain stung her again, making her eyes water. She bit her lip. He pinched the spot to make it bleed a little.
“How much farther must we wander in these cursed woods?” Captain Rawlt said in a bellowing voice, storming over to where they sat. Maia felt even more mortified as she pressed the gown to keep it from falling or revealing any more of her skin. The kishion snorted and plucked the last tick away. He helped tug the dress up and began tightening the lacings.
Rawlt had a fresh scab on his cheek. “We have lingered here for three days, my lady. If it takes much longer to find it, we won’t have time to cross back and reach the Spike. It takes a ship twelve to fourteen days to maneuver the winds in full circle. If we do not find the ruins in three days, we must turn back.”
“A moment so I can finish dressing, Captain!” she said angrily.
“Oh, for the Blood, woman! I have seen enough—”
“You will not see the king’s daughter! Now turn around, please!”
Rawlt swore in frustration, but he obeyed her and turned on his heel. Maia felt vindicated and hurriedly adjusted the bodice to hide the kystrel and its stain. The kishion finished tightening the lacings and helped her to her feet—so strange that a killer showed more respect than a captain—and then crushed something under his boot.
“I was saying, Lady Maia, that we are fast running out of time,” Rawlt said over his shoulder. “The ship will not linger for very long. If we do not meet it on time, it may well leave us behind. These are not your father’s lands, my lady. I can quip well enough with the Naestors, but someone speaking Dahomeyjan would know us by our speech.”
“I know how many days we have lost, Captain, and I can speak Dahomeyjan. But I do not know how many more waymarkers are there to lead the way. If they were ever numbered, it has worn off over hundreds of years. If I—”
Captain Rawlt drew his sword and swung it down, cutting a snake in half. “By the Blood, this land will be the death of us.” His arm trembled as he stared at the writhing serpent near his boot. It had slithered up so quickly that Maia had not seen it until after.
He swung around, facing her again, his eyes livid. “Two more days. I will give you two more days. Then we leave, with or without you and your stinking kishion.”
Maia felt blistering outrage. “When my father hears of this—”
His face contorted with anger. “The Dochte Mandar take your father! He should never have expelled them from the realm and started this madness. Two days, Lady Maia. That is all I will promise you.”
Maia clenched her hands. Could she force him to obey with the kystrel? Should she? Anger churned alive inside her. Anger toward her father, for sending her here with such pitiful escorts, on an errand that might kill her. After three days of spiders, snakes, ticks, and heat, she understood why no one had settled the land below the Spike. It was full of creatures hunting for prey. She needed the soldiers to offer some protection along the way. What other terrors awaited them, she could only guess.
You will all die in this place. This is the place where death was born.
Maia shuddered at the Medium’s whisper. She glanced at the scar-faced kishion and gave him a nod of thanks. He seemed amused by it and walked away without saying anything.
 
* * *
 
The fifth waymarker was in a grove full of bones.
“By Idumea’s hand,” Hsop whispered, his eyes widening. Maia watched him as he knelt near the encrusted shell of a breastplate that was caved in beneath the pressure of a spearhead. The tarnished helmet was askew, and he struggled to open its rusted hinges. The skull was brittle and became dust at his touch.
Kent stalked the perimeter and then grabbed the hilt of a sword. It too was crusted, and the blade had been snapped in the middle. “It’s rusted,” he said. “Flakes of it. I have never seen a battlefield like this before. How many do you think there were?”
Captain Rawlt kicked part of the wreckage and muttered something under his breath before he spoke up. “. . . and easily five thousand dead. See how they are mounded up near the waymarker? Probably even more dead over there. This place . . . by the Blood, you can still feel it.” He had his sword out and ready, yet rubbed his arm as if chilled. “Almost like . . . you can hear them still screaming.” He looked intensely at Maia. “Study the waymarker, Lady. Hurry now. Find out where the next one is if you can. I do not like the look. Where is the sun? This mist has not left since morning.”
Maia stared at the chasm made up of the dead. The past days she had pretended to decipher the carved sigils on the stones to give her an excuse to touch them. The whispers had always come, coaxing her in the direction they should go next. This time, she could hear voices in her mind even before nearing the waymarker. No one had survived the battle that had happened here hundreds of years ago. Not one man had been left to bury the dead or claim their blades or armor. The tunics had all dissolved, revealing nothing about the loyalties of the combatants.
“Go on, Lady! We cannot dwell here long. It . . . it feels not right being here.”
Maia bit her lip and stepped onto the field of carnage. The footing was treacherous. It took all her concentration to keep from stumbling upon the hordes of dead. Verrick wandered the perimeter and returned with several weapons. The hilts had corroded, but the blades had been trapped inside the scabbards and were still good.
“Look at these, Captain,” Verrick said. “Still got an edge to them. I’ve never seen this kind of forge pattern, though. Ripples. Is not that strange?”
Maia listened to his voice as she crossed the remaining steps to the waymarker. Like the others, its face was nearly worn away. As she reached out to touch it, something heavy in the woods made the trees shudder and drew their attention. Limbs snapped and crashed, and a heavy cough and snuffling sound boomed in the stillness. Maia froze, staring at the spot behind them. Her eyes widened with fear. She noticed mist descending from the branches above.
“Captain! Over there!”
A blur of gray hide and claws smashed through the woods, bigger around than an oak tree and taller than two horses. One of the beast’s paws slammed into Kent, sending him sailing into a tree with a sickening sound. The thing let out a roar before snatching up the man’s body with hooked claws and disappearing back into the woodlands. The mist continued to thicken around them, blurring their vision and closing in like crushing walls.
Rawlt sounded desperate. “Verrick! Take that flank! Hsop! You go that way. I got the middle. Adler? Where are you, man? Adler!” The soldier was nowhere to be seen. “Kishion! Get over there. You go around behind it if you can. A Fear Liath, I think. I want everyone—”
The instructions were useless. The thing bounded from the woods and fog again without even a growl and came up on Rawlt like a charging bull. Maia screamed as the captain took a blow to the chest that flung him halfway across the field of the dead. The kishion was like a blur himself, two knives in his hands as he slipped up to the creature and stabbed beneath its hairy limbs. Hsop struck at its flank, hacking at it with his sword to no effect. An angry bark came from the beast, and it rounded on Hsop and trampled him. Maia thought she would faint at the sounds it made doing so. Rawlt struggled to his feet, his face full of blood, and tried to find his fallen sword. The stench of the creature filled the air. Maia’s mind went blank with sheer terror.
“Kill it! Get it off Hsop!” Verrick shouted, stabbing at its other flank. The creature was incredibly strong and cunning. It took the sword thrusts and barked, whipping its huge limbs around and staggering them. Nothing seemed to injure it. As if suffering a mere annoyance, the beast grabbed Verrick and bit down on his side with huge yellow teeth. The kishion stabbed at it again and again before he was struck by a whipping paw and tossed to the earth.
Maia knew the battle would only last for a few more seconds before they were all dead and it came for her. The kystrel needed little more than that thought to act on its own. The magic of the Medium surged up within her, bringing her to her feet. It struck the beast with a blast of fear and made the wind howl through the trees, driving away the mist. Shafts of sunlight slanted into the grove, exposing the creature’s pale gray fur. Thunder crackled overhead as Maia unleashed the kystrel’s power again. The pendant could not resist her thoughts . . . and her fear . . . as she focused them on the hulking monster. Four short barks came out of its gnarled snout and it fled back into the thick woodlands.
Water gushed from the waymarker’s mouth behind her, startling her.
Rawlt tried to make it to his feet, but his legs wobbled and he crashed down. Blood smeared across his face. Verrick’s writhing stilled as his lifeblood drained away from his shattered hip. A booming bark erupted from the woodlands, far away, but still close enough to send shivers through Maia. The kishion was back on his feet, clutching a tear in his shirt and a wet slash on his chest.
Maia staggered away from the waymarker, stumbling in the debris of battered armor and skeletons, to help, but stopped short when she saw the brutal look on Rawlt’s face.
“Your eyes are glowing, Lady. I swear by Idumea, I see your eyes . . . like silver.”
Adler slunk from the trees, holding his weapon and trembling with fear. His face had a grayish cast and his eyes were red from crying.
Maia licked her lips. “You have a duty, Captain,” she reminded him sharply. “My father sent you to escort me to the lost abbey!” She was terrified by the monster they had faced, sickened by the death of so many of her guardians. Her courage was wilting, but she clenched her fists to steady herself and kept her voice strong.
“Your father!” he spat. Rawlt coughed and nearly choked. “If your father knows what you are, then may the Blight smite us all. Only the Dochte Mandar can use the amulets. No woman has been allowed to do so since the ships returned. It is too strong a thing, too wild a thing to trust to the knowledge of a . . . woman.” He coughed into his fist and brought up his sword. “I know . . . I must . . . I should kill you. It would not be murder.”
Maia had expected this reaction. Using the kystrel had hardened some of her feelings. She would use it against him if she had the need. “I will not let you kill me, Captain.” With her hand on her bosom, she wrestled with the magic aching inside her. It wanted to rip through Rawlt’s anger, slashing it like a soft cheese.
One of the men shouted, “Captain! Behind you!”
The kishion struck like a snake, slipping behind Rawlt and wrestling beneath the captain’s sword arm to bring a long-knife to his throat.
No! Maia sent a blast of the magic at the kishion, stunning him and keeping the blade from shearing through the captain’s neck. Rawlt sputtered an oath and shoved away from the man. With eyes full of hate, he charged Maia through the debris of the dead. The kystrel surged, snapping her control of it like a frail tether, and struck him with its power. Wind shrieked and howled, whistling and keening through the trees. His expression filled with loathing and fear as the gale shoved him backward. Bone dust and rust flakes blinded and stung him. Tarnished helmets rattled loose from the pile before smashing into him. He shielded his face and tried again to press through the winds. Thunder rumbled in the air. Maia saw the other soldier fleeing into the woods. Giant trees swayed with the gale, and water gushed from the waymarker in a river.
“Go, Captain,” Maia warned against the hail of fragments. “Go!”
Rawlt choked on his words as he backed away from her and tumbled into the heap of bones and smashed breastplates. Cuts and windburn dotted his face as he turned and fled. Maia let the magic burn through her, running its course while ravaging her senses. She climbed the small mound to the waymarker and touched its rough face, learning in an instant where the next one sat. Dead branches crashed through the wood as the windstorm eased. She turned and saw the kishion in a heap, lying still. She hoped she had not injured him too much with the kystrel.
After stumbling through the wreckage, she knelt by him and watched the slow rise and fall of his breathing.
“Are you . . . ?”
The kishion struck before she could finish the thought. Pain blossomed in her ribs, and she saw his long-knife. His gray eyes met hers coldly.
“If you ever use the magic on me again, I will kill you.”
Maia’s heart lurched when she realized that rather than shoving the blade inside her, he had only pricked her with the tip. Fear seeped into her stomach and she started trembling. Glancing down, she saw blood blooming on her dress. It terrified her how close to death she was. A little more pressure on the haft of the long-knife was all it would take. There was nothing to stop it from spilling her life away. It stung.
“If you are going to kill me, kishion, do it now and get this over with.” She met his stare with a challenge of her own, but she could not repress a pained flinch.
He withdrew the long-knife and wiped her blood on his pants. “As if I needed your permission. Wait here for me. I am going to kill the two fools you let run away.”
Maia stanched the wound in her abdomen firmly with her hand. “No.”
The look in his eyes was frightening when he turned back.
“Compassion is all well and good in the tomes, girl, but if they reach the Blessing before us, we do not stand a chance getting around the Spike and back to Comoros.”
“They will die here anyway, kishion. But they are my father’s subjects. I will not murder them.”
“I am not asking you to do it, Lady Maia. I believe that is why your father paid for me.” He stepped away from her.
“No.”
He turned on her savagely. “You foolish little wretched! You cannot stop me! Do you not understand this? If they make it to the ship, we are doomed to remain here. Our kingdoms are nearly at war. I will not spend a day longer in the cursed lands than I must.”
Maia stepped forward. “It is you who does not understand, kishion. My magic is the only thing protecting us from the cursed lands.”
“Hardly.”
“You doubt it? If you sleep farther than a dozen paces from me tonight, you will not wake ever again. These woods will kill those soldiers before they reach the last waymarker. They will kill you as well, if you leave me. Now put that knife in your sheath and come with me.”
He looked uncertain, his gaze boiling with fury.
She bit her lip and wrestled with her patience. “I am here because my magic will get us through the dangers that you cannot stop. My magic has found the right path, saved us weeks of wandering through these woods. But I was raised in a castle, kishion, not in the woods. I cannot make it alone to the lost abbey, and I know that.” With her hand still pressing her wound, she held out her other hand. “Come with me. Please.”
He folded his arms angrily and stalked past her. Deep in the woodlands, the creature roared.
 
* * *
 
Eight waymarkers—eight days since landing on the shores below the Spike.
“I have never seen this kind of structure before,” the kishion said, stopping in wonder and running his gloved hand over the ivy-covered pillar. Sweat trickled down the grooves of his scars. The climb up to the peak had spent them both.
Maia sat on a wedge-shaped rock, trying to catch her breath. Her dress clung to her uncomfortably. She had folded her cloak and stuffed it along the lower strap of her pack so that it cushioned her side. Her long dark hair was knotted and tangled, and her hands had never been so filthy, the nails cracked and uneven. She felt strength in her body from the days of hard travel. Her muscles were not so sore as they had been at first, and she felt a little pride at the accomplishment of having survived the cursed lands. She pressed her hand against her lower back, stretching the muscles across her shoulders.
Looking up, she watched as the kishion explored the base of several pillars. He climbed up onto a large boulder and hopped to the top of a broken pillar. On his tiptoes, he craned his neck.
“I do not believe . . . ! I must be hungrier than I thought.”
“What is it?” Weariness sagged on her shoulders. The kystrel was heavier than usual today.
“Orchards. Rubble everywhere, but I swear I see an orchard over there. Plums and ’cots growing up here. I must be going mad with hunger.”
Foraging in the cursed woods had been difficult. They had found blackberries and chokecherries that were so sour they were hardly edible. They had not found any game animals and were forced to eat serpent as their daily meat after the dried beef spoiled.
As Maia got to her feet, the wound on her ribs throbbed with the effort. It was tender to the touch, and the flesh had been slow to heal even after she had cleaned it well at a Leering. Her legs ached from the long climb, and some of the seams on her leather boots had begun to split. Her dresses would befit a scullery girl now, not a king’s daughter. It reminded her of the rags she used to wear at Lady Shilton’s manor. The memories made her cringe and she banished them. A king’s disinherited daughter, she reminded herself. Not quite a wretched, but not much better than one.
The kishion climbed down quickly and led her through the maze of broken stone. Maia paused and brushed a moss-covered rock. The whispers came through strongly, and the kystrel tingled against her skin. She was grateful the shadowstain encroached so slowly. When she had last looked at herself in a private moment, the shadowstain had just begun to spread across her breastbone and nearly to the hollow below her throat. She remembered some of the Dochte Mandar she had seen—their entire faces painted with tattoos after years of use. For now, her bodice covered hers, but what would happen when it began webbing its pattern up her neck?
“Are you coming?” he called to her, pushing ahead toward the orchard.
Maia nodded and bunched her skirts so she could climb over the broken blocks of cut stone. Whispers flitted through her mind as she followed the kishion. This was the lost abbey, the final bastion of defense against a devastating enemy, an enemy that would destroy every living thing. The rock was blasted and chiseled. Once, there had been markings, which had been destroyed when the abbey fell. Symbols of suns and stars and round windows paned with gold. It was all broken, crushed as if some giant boot had stepped on the mountain. This is the place where death was born.
“My eyes are not deceiving me. Look at this!”
The kishion bounded ahead toward a grove of towering trees. With a coughing chuckle, he reached up and plucked a fleshy apricot from the branch of the nearest tree.
“Do not taste it,” Maia warned. She followed him to the trees, where she found another Leering. This one was smaller, only up to her knees, but the face carved on it was glowing from an inner power, as if fed by magic other than her kystrel.
“Poisoned?” he asked.
“I do not know.”
Maia knelt by the stone and touched it and felt a surge of relief. “No, it is safe to eat. The magic of this place . . . it is frightening. Look, there is another Leering. Over there too. Stones ring this orchard and make the trees flourish.” Maia looked up and saw juice already dribbling down the kishion’s chin.
“Taste it,” he said, running his arm across his mouth. “Not even the Paeizian grow fruit this sweet. I cannot believe it is still ripe.”
Maia took the fruit and bit into it. Flavor rolled across her tongue, jolting her. “I think this is the wrong season,” she said after swallowing. “But you are right, they are ripe. All of them. Pluck some more. We can eat them on the way back.”
Maia and the kishion wandered the orchard, where a variety of trees and a small vegetable garden were hoarded together in one spot.
“This green one is tough and pebbled. Let’s try a knife.” The kishion slit open the fruit, revealing a thick round core the size and shape of a walnut and a greenish fruit inside. He bit into it and spat it out. “I am sure it is ripe, but the texture . . . It is not sweet at all.”
Maia gave it a taste and liked its peculiar consistency. “I like it. Gather more to eat later.”
They sat in the midst of the strange orchard and feasted on their find. Crunchy carrots and heads of cabbage along with the sweetest, tartest apples she had ever tasted. It made her forget for a moment how difficult the journey had been. She looked up at the scar-faced kishion and saw a smirk on his mouth.
“What is amusing you?”
“You have a bit of strawb’ry stuck in your teeth . . . my lady.”
She nudged herself away from him and used her tongue to try and find it. She turned back. “Is it gone?”
He started to chuckle and shook his head.
“Laughing at me does not help,” she said, pretending to scold him. She could not help but smile, though, as she worked at the tooth with her nail.
He stretched back and rested his head on his hands. “You are teasing it out. Almost got it. There you are, lass.”
Maia looked down at the speck of red on her finger. She looked over at the kishion. “I do think this is the first time I have seen you smile.”
He sobered quickly and sat up. Anger stormed across his eyes, and he stood and brushed off his pants. “What are we doing wasting our . . . come on. Let us finish your errand.”
Maia wondered what she had done or said to make him so angry. “You must not have much to smile about. I imagine not.”
He stood with feet apart, arms folded over his chest, and glared at her. “Oh, I find humor enough, Lady Maia. I do not need your pity or your sympathy. Look at you. Daughter of a king who fell in love with his wife’s lady-in-waiting. He disinherited you so that the lady-in-waiting’s brood could rule after him. Fat healthy sons. Fat lazy sons. Yet he chooses you to save his kingdom.” He snorted. “Perhaps he believes you will be killed by the Dochte Mandar in carrying out your errand. Two troubles solved in one. I may be a hireling, Maia, but I am not a fool. Save your sympathy for yourself.”
He walked away, slapping a branch away from his head as he stormed off.
His words stung her more deeply than the knife he had cut her with days ago. It was intentional. Her heart went black with anger and the kystrel flared up. She wanted to use it, to make him feel what she was feeling. Betrayal, hate, jealousy, self-pity, despair. For an instant, it tottered in her control, its power almost slipping free. She closed her eyes and swallowed, trying to keep her feelings in check. A little rumble of thunder came over the orchard.
Why did I ever love you, Father? she whispered in her mind. But there were many reasons she had accepted this path. Trying to please her father was only one of them.
Slowly, she got to her feet and followed the kishion outside the borders of the stones fencing in the lush orchard.
 
* * *
 
They spent nearly a day searching the ruins of the abbey before they found it. Each moment they wasted in the search had lessened the chance that the Blessing would wait for them across the Spike. Finally Maia approached a heavy slab on two thick pillars leading into a stone opening. A thin well of stairs descended into total blackness.
“Are you sure this is the place?” the kishion asked. He swung his pack around and pulled out a bundle of torches.
“I will not need those.” The air rising from the darkness smelled dusty. A feeling of blackness emanated from it along with the same whispers that had led her here. It was the entrance to a series of underground chambers. Every Dochte Mandar who mastered a kystrel and came to this spot to prove himself a master of the Medium had failed. Their tomes said that only a woman could survive to claim the knowledge hidden here.
“Wait for me.”
The kishion grabbed her arm and stopped her. “I am going with you.”
Maia shook her head. “You cannot.”
“I do as I please. I am your protector, if—”
“You cannot protect me from what is down there.”
“And just what is down there, Lady Maia?” he asked angrily.
“I came to speak to ghosts, kishion. Before my father drove the Dochte Mandar from his kingdom, he took the tomes holding the secrets of the order. The secrets of the kystrels. The use of the magic and its consequences. I have read and memorized many of the pages. I know what to expect and how to survive. But the magic will kill you if you follow me. This is a dead place, kishion. This is the land where death was born.”
He looked at her face, saying nothing, and turned his back to her as she descended the steps. She looked back once, watching as he started to pace, the muscles of his neck taut with tension. Then she turned to once more face the darkness below and finished the steps into it. The kystrel began to burn against her skin. Darkness faded as a mossy-green light lit the grooves carved into the walls of stone. Spiderweb patterns of intertwining sigils lit the way before her, revealing a dusty floor with footprints going in and out. She walked confidently, listening to the whispers of the place offer direction. A side tunnel beckoned her with sweet and tantalizing smells, but the whispers warned her against following them. Deeper into the maze she walked, hearing only the scuffing sound of her boots and each spent breath. It grew colder and colder.
At one junction she stopped, seeing a radiant blue light shining from a tall archway. It appeared to rise up sharply, perhaps leading back to the surface. A breeze hit her face and she smelled flowering alyssum and the calming scent of pine. The whispers stopped her as she took her first step toward the archway. The magic of that place was strong—too strong. The Dochte Mandar who had fallen for its lure had never come back. She hesitated, drawn to the mysterious path, but the whispers showed her the true path lay ahead. Maia bit her lip, tempted. What was the source of the blue light? What Leering guarded it?
The kystrel flared white-hot, burning her, and she gasped with pain. It brought her back to her senses. Hurriedly, she chose the path to the right, and left the archway behind. The kystrel cooled immediately. Another set of steps had been carved from the rock, leading deeper into the mountainside. The magic traced the patterns on the rocks continually, revealing just enough of the path ahead that she did not fear stumbling, and swallowing the path behind her in darkness so that she could not see the way back.
The path ended.
Maia felt a prickling of gooseflesh shoot up her arms as she stepped into a box-shaped room. The designs on the walls vanished, leaving them smooth and unmarked. Before her stood a set of double doors made of stone—each marked with an engraving of the kystrel. The symbols were as large as platters, a whorl of leaves and vines and seaweed. Magic thrummed in her ears. She approached the doors slowly, knowing the words that would open them. It was the dirge of the Dochte Mandar.
“Och monde elles brir,” she said in an ancient tongue.
Before she could utter the next line of the dirge, the doors opened with a rush of falling water and mist. Maia shielded her face. The room beyond was a huge underground cave. At least three underground rivers converged here and dumped down as waterfalls in various positions, causing the spume and the dampness. Glowing lichen offered just enough weak light to see.
As she entered the room, the stone doors behind swung shut with a resounding thud.
Spinning around, she saw a corpse on the floor wearing black robes marked with the sigils of the Dochte Mandar. Two more were sprawled on the other side. Horror caught in her throat, and she went back to the doors.
“Och monde elles brir!”
Nothing happened.
“Och cor shan arbir!”
Again, nothing. She finished the dirge, but she already knew that the doors would not open to her. Maia wrestled with feelings of hopelessness and despair as her dress and cloak swiftly became soaked with the heavy mists.
“What did I do wrong? I followed all the instructions!” She paced around the entryway, too stunned to think. Had she followed a trick path and trapped herself down here? How long would the kishion wait for her before leaving for the ship? Anxiety threatened to shake her apart and tears of panic welled behind her eyes. No, she had come too far to fail now! Water dripped down her hair and face, and she raised the cowl to cover herself. She shivered and stood still, trying to master herself again. She folded her arms tightly and breathed slowly. The roar of the waterfalls made it difficult to think.
“Come, Maia. Think!” How had these Dochte Mandar died? She bit her lip and stared at one of the robed skeletons near the door. Finding a thin sliver of courage, she approached the body and knelt beside it. She tried to sink inside herself, to banish the commotion of the water and listen for whispers from the Medium. Reaching out, she touched the frail form.
The man had died over a year ago. He was a young man from Dahomey, barely eighteen. He had thought himself strong enough with the kystrel to approach the lost abbey to find a cure for his ailing mother from the dark pool. Maia felt sick to her stomach. His provisions had only lasted a week. Tugging open his robe, she saw a kystrel fused to his chestbone.
The whispers made her light-headed, but they told her something else. This was the place she had come to find, to speak with ghosts from the past. To ask them for the information she needed to save her kingdom. The boy had not successfully invoked the summoning and had not been able to leave. The price of failure was death. She went to the next body to learn its story, dunking herself again into the froth of despair. This man was older, in his forties, when he had sought out the lost abbey. He too had failed to summon a ghost from the dead.
Maia pulled her hand back. Perhaps that was how they all had failed. Perhaps fear at seeing the failure of others had poisoned their resolve to summon the voices of the dead. There were other bodies, some decayed to the point of being smudges on the slick stone floor. As she stood, she felt the weight of the sopping cloak and the heaviness of her wet dress. Without looking back at the doors, she walked through the mist and felt it caress her cheeks. She wiped wet hair from her face. The mist thinned just enough for her to see the edge of a stone outcropping, barely wide enough for her boots. Peering off the edge, she saw a swirling whirlpool fed by three or four waterfalls. The ledge wrapped its way across the outer edge of the cavern, descending slowly. The sight of the whirlpool scudded through her senses. She bit her lip. The whorl of the kystrel—a similitude.
Inching along, she crossed the platform, hugging the wall with her body. The lip of rock was treacherous, but she calmed herself with the thought that it had been no easier to climb down the rope ladder into the dinghy several days before. Shuffle, step, shuffle, step. It felt like hours, though it did not take that long before the path widened suddenly and opened to a small landing. Strange purple lichen covered the rocks in a mesh, but as she stepped on it, the stones below the lichen glowed with green light. The landing opened at the base of the waterfalls and along the shore of the seething underground lake. A single Leering rose from the edge of the water, its features startlingly clear and burning with magic. Two entwining serpents.
Her boots crunched in the sand as she approached it. A thrill of hope clashed with a sense of doom. The whispers of the Medium confirmed her assumption as she wiped her mouth and reached for the stone.
This was the oracle she sought. This was the place she could commune with the dead. The dark pool.
Maia sighed and then stepped back from the stone. She knelt in the sand and pulled the pack off her shoulders. For a moment, she listened to the roar of the waves and then quickly went to work. From the pack, she withdrew a small bundle wrapped in cloth and secured with a leather thong. Inside were twelve flat stones, each one chipped and marked with the proper runes she had learned from the tome of the Dochte Mandar. She knew the order readily, having memorized it. But the difficult part lay ahead. Would she be able to communicate with the spirit? Maia was good with languages. She had studied them all her life. First as a princess, knowing that she would marry a foreign prince and be expected to know his tongue. But after her father had disinherited her, she had continued with her studies as a way of escaping the pain of his betrayal. The irony of it still sent pangs through her. Her father had exiled the Dochte Mandar during his attempt to disannul his marriage. Now he needed their language to save his kingdom. And only his firstborn, his daughter, was skilled enough in languages to attempt the effort. Bitterness welled inside her. She thrust it down.
Setting the stones in the proper order around her, she looked at the circle they formed. They would protect her from the dead. With one hand, she pulled the cowl from her head. Water dripped from the tip of her nose. Fear seeped into her bones. She tried to speak, but could not.
She tried again.
“Och monde elles brir. Och cor shan arbir. Och aether undes pune. Dekem millia orior sidune.”
A prickle went down her spine. Closing her eyes, she summoned the kystrel’s magic and felt the glow of the small stones on her face. She repeated the dirge of the Dochte Mandar again.
“Och monde elles brir. Och cor shan arbir. Och aether undes pune. Dekem millia orior sidune.”
Something moved in the waters.
Maia felt a tug of terror in her bones, the desire to flee back to the doors. She wanted to open her eyes, but she knew that would destroy her. It would lead straight to madness. Whispers swirled around her. Snuffling sounds. The thunder of the waterfalls grew louder, overcoming the lapping sound of the waves against the sand. Maia felt coldness wrap around her, a coldness that went deeper than bones. The kystrel burned against her chest, protecting her, keeping her warm.
Something brushed against her hair. A finger? A breeze?
The whispers stopped.
Instead, images began to coalesce in her thoughts.
—A world of noise . . . the woods sharing a single heart . . . the anvil of heaven below . . . a million stars yet to be born—
It was the dirge spoken in images, each one wrapping around the last like a cocoon.
Welcome, Daughter. What do you seek? What do you desire? What is your Gift?
Astonishment rippled through Maia. The voice in her mind, the images she saw, were silvered by the presence of a woman. She felt something brush against her cheek. A caress?
“Do you know . . . my tongue?” Maia asked.
It is your thoughts that speak loudest to us. What do you seek? What do you desire? What is your Gift?
Maia thought back to the tome. Three questions she was allowed to ask. To expect more than this from the dead was perilous.
“What is the plague that afflicts my father’s kingdom? The tomes of the Dochte Mandar, they hint at it. They seem to know of a way to tame it. But what is it?”
Maia’s mind filled with images. The troubles had begun years ago and slowly increased. Husbands abandoning their farms to cross the sea. Mothers drowning their babes in buckets or troughs. Children stoning children. It happened among the wealthy and the base, in winter and summer. And it was getting worse. Each year was getting gravely worse.
You are plagued by the Myriad Ones, the Unborn. They infest the wild things first. They encroach upon the living as spiders and rodents until they learn your secret fears. They come as wolves and bats until those fears are at their deepest. Then they come as man.
What do you desire?
The images made Maia shiver with cold and loathing. She understood more now. The spiders and ticks and serpents that had plagued the land below the Spike. The beast from the woods. The cursed lands teemed with them—the Myriad Ones. The Unborn.
Maia tried to speak, but her jaw chattered so much she could hardly get the words out. “How does one . . . how can we fight them? Do the Dochte Mandar truly keep them at bay?”
Daughter, they cannot be destroyed. They can only be subdued. We lost our fight against them, Daughter. They prevailed against us.
“But surely there must be . . .”
She felt the anger in the images—anger caused by her interruption. Maia quieted, struggling with the thoughts that spun through her mind.
There is a record of our struggles against the Myriad Ones. Seek the High Seer of the mastons in Naess. She carries the record.
What is your Gift?
Again Maia was flustered. The image was as clear as a sky free of clouds. A woman among the Dochte Mandar? The kingdom of Naess was far to the north, the hub of all the kingdoms. It was the land of the Naestors. They would kill any woman caught attempting to make or use a kystrel, let alone any who tried to learn to read. It was hundreds of leagues away, past three other kingdoms sworn to obey the Dochte Mandar’s order. They were the enemies of her father’s realm. Despair struck her heart.
What is your Gift?
Maia barely heard the question. She had known it was coming, though. She had been prepared since the first moment she read the book and then was given her kystrel by her mentor. It was required to become a Dochte Mandar.
“I give my life.”
A sense of certainty settled into her bones.
Your Gift is accepted. Go now, Daughter. Seek the High Seer with the Dochte Mandar. Hasten on your journey, lest the Unborn claim them all.
A single image struck her mind before the woman’s thoughts abandoned Maia. The Myriad Ones were attacking the kishion outside.
 
* * *
 
Maia heard the sounds of the fight before she saw it. A ruckus of yelps and shrieks and barks flooded the length of the tunnel. The noises grated down her spine and filled her with loathing and despair. As she jumped the last of the stairs and left the lair of the lost abbey, her stomach seized with fear. The kishion stood against a dozen black wolves. Others padded in a circle through the ruins, raising their muzzles to the sky and howling like trumps. The kishion’s legs were slashed and bleeding, his pants a wreckage of blood-soaked tatters. Dead wolves lay twitching and snorting by the steps near him as he danced from one rock to another, one pillar to another, his blades spilling death with every stroke. As Maia tried to call for him, the black wolves barked and charged toward her.
Maia was preparing to use the kystrel when she was crushed to the floor. The smell of sweat and vomit, the feeling of hands and knees as they kicked and punched her was smothering. Soon she was pinned under a heavy weight.
“Around her neck! Pull it off! Hurry now!”
Maia felt strong hands tug at her cloak, choking her with their frenzy to get at the kystrel. It was Rawlt’s voice, and she was aware of another man nearby. She struggled to breathe and kicked out, but his weight made her bones groan.
“The chain! Yank it off her!”
Several lacings on her bodice snapped, and she felt a dirty hand grab the coin-sized medallion and tighten into a fist.
“I got it! I got it!”
“Yank it loose! Hurry man, yank it loose!”
Fire exploded from the kystrel in a white-hot blaze. Someone screamed and howled with pain. Maia nearly blacked out when Rawlt slammed her head against the stones, but the kystrel flared again, blasting a wave of resentment and fury throughout the ruins. Maia felt it build up inside her, a wave of power that joined with her anger, her self-pity, her rejection. The cup overflowed, and the kystrel’s power subsumed her. Thunder boomed overhead and a storm razed the ruins of the lost abbey. Tongues of lightning flashed, blinding her even behind her eyelids. The man’s weight left her body and she fought to her feet, gripping the stone pillar to stand. Pressure in her ears swelled, the pain becoming unbearable. Still, the force writhed and roiled, summoning more thunder and causing the sky to darken like dusk.
Maia felt the ancient magic of the Medium shoot through her, wakening within her a source of strength and a sense of freedom. It was power. Pure power. Bellowing thunder threatened to rip the sky apart. The earth spasmed, sending jolting shockwaves through the ruins, toppling boulders as if they were pebbles.
Then she was spent, empty, dead inside.
Maia sagged to her knees as the letdown from using the magic took everything from her. Thunder continued to boil in the sky for several moments, but the wind calmed and the trembling earth quieted, leaving nothing, not even the chirping of a cricket. She collapsed, her mind numb.
There were no dreams. Only blackness.
 
* * *
 
She heard the kishion’s staggering steps near her head and then his weight settled next to her. Pain throbbed in her skull. It hurt to breathe. She had no sense of how long she had been unconscious.
“You jolted. Are you awake, Lady Maia?”
She tried to open her eyes and failed. Every morsel of strength had fled from her body. She felt weaker than a blind pup nosing for her mother’s milk.
“I think so,” she whispered. His hands assisted her as she struggled to rise. Her body felt like the bell towers in the keep after a victory had been rung, the stones still thrumming with the echoes.
The kishion pressed a flask to her lips and she drank. She coughed a little and finally opened her eyes.
New scars would be added to his countenance. He looked as if he’d been caught in a farmer’s field during a sickle harvest. The gloves were gone, and little rags tied the cuts on his hands and arms. His legs were similarly treated.
“How long after I left did they attack you?”
A little quirk turned his lips. “That does not matter, Lady Maia. What matters is you saved my life.”
She reached up to scratch her brow, which stung terribly.
“Do not touch that! I have hardly started treating you. I was unconscious myself for a while. Foolish girl.”
Maia sighed and let her hand drop to her lap. “It was Rawlt and the other one.”
A small nod. “We never bothered hiding our trail. I thought they would flee for the ship. They probably thought your head was worth a great deal more than returning alone.”
“I should have let you kill them.”
He snorted in agreement. “Maybe you will start listening to me.”
“Yes, I must.”
He looked at her with confusion. “What do you mean?”
Maia’s head still throbbed, but she reached out and took his scabbed hand in her own. “I have the answers I came here for. But they are not what I had hoped to find. Our journey is not over.” She sighed as images of her father and her home flashed through her mind. She would not be able to return. Hers would be a long, tedious death. “It is only just beginning,” she breathed.
He looked down at her hand, his look stern. “Where must I take you?” His voice was raw, a sigh.
“I think you already know. I think we have both known all along where I must go.”
Looking up into her eyes, he nodded again. “We go to the seat of the Dochte Mandar.”
 
* * *
A maston who has learned how to die has unlearned how to be a slave. They are beyond the reach of all political powers. While I thought that I was learning how to live, I have truly been learning how to die.
 
—Lia Demont, Aldermaston of Muirwood Abbey
 
* * *
 



 
Author’s Note
 
As I wrote in my author’s note for Banished of Muirwood, the tale of Maia came to me long before I ever wrote the first chapters of Wretched of Muirwood. Her story was turned into a graphic novel by Jet City Comics in 2015 and published as Muirwood: The Lost Abbey. I was highly involved in the production and inspiration for the artwork. I knew that some readers wouldn’t prefer the medium of pen and ink but would still want to read the original story, which I dubbed “Maia” and mentioned in the author’s note of Scourge of Muirwood. I hope you enjoyed this little backstory for Banished. 
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